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INTRODUCTION 


From the outset I conceived Star Wars as a series of six films, or 
two trilogies. The first film, Star Wars: A New Hope, was episode 
IV and it was structured to stand on its own as a complete and 
emotionally satisfying experience. The success of Star Wars 
enabled me to move forward and make the next episode of the 
saga, The Empire Strikes Back. 

As the middle act of a three-act play, Empire was by its nature a 
challenging story for a single film. When I wrote the original Star 
Wars screenplay, I knew that Darth Vader was Luke Skywalker’s 
father; the audience did not. I always felt that this revelation, 
when and if I got the chance to make it, would be shocking, but I 
never expected the level of emotional attachment that audiences 
had developed for Luke as a symbol of goodness, and Vader as 
the embodiment of evil. In Empire, I had to make this disturbing 
revelation at the conclusion of the film, and then leave audiences 
hanging for three years before the story could be resolved in the 
next episode. And still, the film had to stand on its own. 

Empire posed other unique challenges. I had hired Leigh 
Brackett, a gifted science fiction author, to write the screenplay 
based on my story and, very sadly, she died of cancer shortly 
after turning in the first draft. As it turned out, I had also recently 
hired a young and amazingly talented writer named Lawrence 
Kasdan to write the script for Raiders of the Lost Ark. To his 
complete surprise, I asked Larry to write the next draft of the 
Empire screenplay. It was a hunch that proved right; Larry’s work 
was brilliant. 

The production challenges of Empire were intense, as well. For 
cast and crew, in addition to long months of shooting on 
soundstages in London, there was the dreaded location shooting 
on the icy tundras of Norway. Empire also doubled the number of 
effects shots of Star Wars and required Industrial Light & Magic to 
virtually reinvent themselves, the first but far from the last time 
they would do so in their long history. 

In the end, I think we succeeded in creating a satisfying film 
that took fans to new places, visually and emotionally, and left 
them hungry for more. 
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CII 


“NOW this is what I call cold!” Luke Skywalker’s voice broke the 
silence he had observed since leaving the newly established Rebel 
base hours earlier. He was astride a Tauntaun, the only other 
living being as far as the eye could see. He felt tired and alone, 
and the sound of his own voice startled him. 

Luke as well as his fellow members of the Rebel Alliance took 
turns exploring the white wastelands of Hoth, gathering 
information about their new home. They all returned to base with 
mixed feelings of comfort and loneliness. There was nothing to 
contradict their earliest findings that no intelligent lifeforms 
existed on this cold planet. All that Luke had seen on his solitary 
expeditions were barren white plains and ranges of blue-tinged 
mountains that seemed to vanish in the mists of the distant 
horizons. 

Luke smiled behind the masklike gray bandana that protected 
him against Hoth’s frigid winds. Peering out at the icy wastes 
through his goggles, he pulled his fur-lined cap down more 
snugly about his head. 

One corner of his mouth curled upward as he tried to visualize 
the official researchers in the service of the Imperial government. 
“The galaxy is peppered with settlements of colonizers who care 


little about the affairs of the Empire or its opposition, the Rebel 
Alliance,” he thought. “But a settler would have to be crazy to 
stake his claims on Hoth. This planet doesn’t have a thing to offer 
anyone—except us.” 

The Rebel Alliance had established an outpost on the ice world 
little more than a month before. Luke was well-known on the 
base and, although barely twenty-three years old, he was 
addressed as Commander Skywalker by other Rebel warriors. The 
title made him feel a bit uncomfortable. Nonetheless, he was 
already in the position of giving orders to a band of seasoned 
soldiers. So much had happened to Luke and he had changed a 
great deal. Luke, himself, found it hard to believe that only three 
years ago he was a wide-eyed farm boy on his home world of 
Tatooine. 

The youthful commander spurred his Tauntaun. “Come on, 
girl,” he urged. 

The snow-lizard’s gray body was insulated from the cold by a 
covering of thick fur. It galloped on muscular hind legs, its 
tridactyl feet terminating in large hooked claws that dug up great 
plumes of snow. The Tauntaun’s llamalike head thrust forward 
and its serpentine tail coiled out behind as the beast ran up the 
ice slope. The animal’s horned head turned from side to side 
buffeting the winds that assaulted its shaggy muzzle. 

Luke wished his mission were finished. His body felt nearly 
frozen in spite of his heavily padded Rebel-issue clothing. But he 
knew that it was his choice to be there; he had volunteered to 
ride across the ice fields looking for other lifeforms. He shivered 
as he looked at the long shadow he and the beast cast on the 
snow. “The winds are picking up,” he thought. “And these 
chilling winds bring unendurable temperatures to the plains after 
nightfall.” He was tempted to return to the base a little early, but 
he knew the importance of establishing the certainty that the 
Rebels were alone on Hoth. 

The Tauntaun quickly turned to the right, almost throwing 
Luke off-balance. He was still getting used to riding the 
unpredictable creatures. “No offense,” he said to his mount, “but 
Pd feel a lot more at ease in the cockpit of my old reliable 
landspeeder.” But for this mission, a Tauntaun—despite its 
disadvantages—was the most efficient and practical form of 
transportation available on Hoth. 


When the beast reached the top of another ice slope, Luke 
brought the animal to a halt. He pulled off his dark-lensed 
goggles and squinted for a few moments, just long enough for his 
eyes to adjust to the blinding glare of the snow. 

Suddenly his attention was diverted by the appearance of an 
object streaking across the sky, leaving behind a lingering trail of 
smoke as it dipped toward the misty horizon. Luke flashed his 
gloved hand to his utility belt and clutched his pair of 
electrobinoculars. Apprehensive, he felt a chill that competed 
with the coldness of the Hoth atmosphere. What he had seen 
could have been man-made, perhaps even something launched by 
the Empire. The young commander, still focused on the object, 
followed its fiery course and watched intently as it crashed on the 
white ground and was consumed in its own explosive brilliance. 

At the sound of the explosion, Luke’s Tauntaun shuddered. A 
fearful growl escaped its muzzle and it began to claw nervously at 
the snow. Luke patted the animal’s head, trying to reassure the 
beast. He found it difficult to hear himself over the blustering 
wind. “Easy, girl, it’s just another meteorite!” he shouted. The 
animal calmed and Luke brought the communicator to his mouth. 
“Echo Three to Echo Seven. Han ol’ buddy, do you read me?” 

Static crackled from the receiver. Then a familiar voice cut 
through the interference. “Is that you, kid? What’s up?” 

The voice sounded a little older and somewhat sharper than 
Luke’s. For a moment Luke fondly recalled first meeting the 
Corellian space smuggler in that dark, alien-packed cantina at a 
spaceport on Tatooine. And now he was one of Luke’s only 
friends who was not an official member of the Rebel Alliance. 

“[ve finished my circle and I haven’t picked up any life 
readings,” Luke spoke into his comlink, pressing his mouth close 
to the transmitter. 

“There isn’t enough life on this ice cube to fill a space cruiser,” 
Han answered, fighting to make his voice heard above the 
whistling winds. “My sentry markers are placed. I’m heading back 
to base.” 

“See you shortly,” Luke replied. He still had his eye on the 
twisting column of dark smoke rising from a black spot in the 
distance. “A meteorite just hit the ground near here and I want to 
check it out. I won’t be long.” 

Clicking off his comlink, Luke turned his attention to his 


Tauntaun. The reptilian creature was pacing, shifting its weight 
from one foot to the other. It gave out a deep-throated roar that 
seemed to signal fear. 

“Whoa, girl!” he said, patting the Tauntaun’s head. “What’s the 
matter ... you smell something? There’s nothing out there.” 

But Luke, too, was beginning to feel uneasy, for the first time 
since he had set out from the hidden Rebel base. If he knew 
anything about these snow-lizards, it was that their senses were 
keen. Without question the animal was trying to tell Luke that 
something, some danger, was near. 

Not wasting a moment, Luke removed a small object from his 
utility belt and adjusted its miniature controls. The device was 
sensitive enough to zero in on even the most minute life readings 
by detecting body temperature and internal life systems. But as 
Luke began to scan the readings, he realized there was no need— 
or time—to continue. 

A shadow crossed over him, towering above by a good meter 
and a half. Luke spun around and suddenly it seemed as if the 
terrain itself had come to life. A great white-furred bulk, perfectly 
camouflaged against the sprawling mounds of snow, rushed 
savagely at him. 

“Son of a jumpin’ ...” 

Luke’s hand blaster never cleared its holster. The huge claw of 
the Wampa Ice Creature struck him hard and flat against his face, 
knocking him off the Tauntaun and into the freezing snow. 

Unconsciousness came swiftly to Luke, so swiftly that he never 
even heard the pitiful screams of the Tauntaun nor the abrupt 
silence following the sound of a snapping neck. And he never felt 
his own ankle savagely gripped by his giant, hairy attacker, or 
felt his body dragged like a lifeless doll across the snow-covered 
plain. 


Black smoke was still rising from the depression in the hillside 
where the air-borne thing had fallen. The smoky clouds had 
thinned considerably since the object had crashed to the ground 
and formed a smoldering crater, the dark fumes being dispersed 
over the plains by the icy Hoth winds. 


Something stirred within the crater. 
First there was only a sound, a droning mechanical sound 


swelling in intensity as if to compete with the howling wind. 
Then the thing moved—something that glinted in the bright 
afternoon light as it slowly began to rise from the crater. 

The object appeared to be some form of alien organic life, its 
head a multiorbed, skull-like horror, its dark-lensed blister eyes 
training their cold gaze across the even colder reaches of 
wilderness. But as the thing rose higher from the crater, its form 
showed it clearly to be a machine of some sort, possessing a large 
cylindrical “body” connected to a circular head, and equipped 
with cameras, sensors, and metal appendages, some of which 
terminated in crablike grasping pincers. 

The machine hovered over the smoking crater and extended its 
appendages in various directions. Then a signal was set off within 
its internal mechanical systems, and the machine began to float 
across the icy plain. 

The dark probe droid soon vanished over the distant horizon. 


Another rider, bundled in winter clothing and mounted on a 
spotted gray Tauntaun, raced across the slopes of Hoth toward 
the Rebel base of operations. 


The man’s eyes, like points of cold metal, glanced without 
interest at the domes of dull gray, the myriad gun turrets and the 
colossal power generators that were the only indications of 
civilized life on this world. Han Solo gradually slowed his snow- 
lizard, guiding the reins so the creature trotted through the 
entrance of the enormous ice cave. 

Han welcomed the relative warmth of the vast complex of 
caverns, warmed by Rebel heating units that obtained their 
power from the huge generators outside. This subterranean base 
was both a natural ice cave and a maze of angular tunnels blasted 
from a solid mountain of ice by Rebel lasers. The Corellian had 
been in more desolate hell-holes in the galaxy, but for the 
moment he couldn’t remember the exact location of any one of 
them. 

He dismounted his Tauntaun, then glanced around to watch the 
activity taking place inside the mammoth cave. Wherever he 
looked he saw things being carried, assembled, or repaired. 
Rebels in gray uniforms rushed to unload supplies and adjust 
equipment. And there were robots, mostly R2 units and power 


droids, that seemed to be everywhere, rolling or walking through 
the ice corridors, efficiently performing their innumerable tasks. 

Han was beginning to wonder if he were mellowing with age. 
At first he had had no personal interest in or loyalty to this whole 
Rebel affair. His ultimate involvement in the conflict between 
Empire and Rebel Alliance began as a mere business transaction, 
selling his services and the use of his ship, the Millennium Falcon. 
The job had seemed simple enough: Just pilot Ben Kenobi, plus 
young Luke and two droids, to the Alderaan system. How could 
Han have known at the time that he would also be called on to 
rescue a princess from the Empire’s most feared battle station, the 
Death Star? 

Princess Leia Organa ... 

The more Solo thought about her, the more he realized how 
much trouble he eventually bought himself by accepting Ben 
Kenobi’s money. All Han had wanted originally was to collect his 
fee and rocket off to pay back some bad debts that hung over his 
head like a meteor ready to fall. Never had he intended to 
become a hero. 

And yet, something had kept him around to join Luke and his 
crazy Rebel friends as they launched the now-legendary space 
attack on the Death Star. Something. For the present, Han 
couldn’t decide just what that something was. 

Now, long after the Death Star’s destruction, Han was still with 
the Rebel Alliance, lending his assistance to establish this base on 
Hoth, probably the bleakest of all planets in the galaxy. But all 
that was about to change, he told himself. As far as he was 
concerned, Han Solo and the Rebels were about to blast off on 
divergent courses. 

He walked rapidly through the underground hangar deck 
where several Rebel fighter ships were docked and being serviced 
by men in gray assisted by droids of various designs. Of greatest 
concern to Han was the saucer-shaped freighter ship resting on its 
newly installed landing pods. This, the largest ship in the hangar, 
had garnered a few new dents in its metal hull since Han first 
hooked up with Skywalker and Kenobi. Yet the Millennium Falcon 
was famous not for its outward appearance but for its speed: This 
freighter was still the fastest ship ever to make the Kessel Run or 
to outrun an Imperial TIE fighter. 

Much of the Falcon’s success could be attributed to its 


maintenance, now entrusted to the shaggy hands of a two-meter- 
tall mountain of brown hair, whose face was at the moment 
hidden behind a welder’s mask. 

Chewbacca, Han Solo’s giant Wookiee copilot, was repairing 
the Millennium Falcon’s central lifter when he noticed Solo 
approaching. The Wookiee stopped his work and raised his face 
shield, exposing his furry countenance. A growl that few non- 
Wookiees in the universe could translate roared from his toothy 
mouth. 

Han Solo was one of those few. “Cold isn’t the word for it, 
Chewie,” the Corellian replied. “I’ll take a good fight any day 
over all this hiding and freezing!” He noticed the smoky wisps 
rising from the newly welded section of metal. “How are you 
coming with those lifters?” 

Chewbacca replied with a typical Wookiee grumble. 

“All right,” Han said, fully agreeing with his friend’s desire to 
return to space, to some other planet—anywhere but Hoth. “PI 
go report. Then I’ll give you a hand. Soon as those lifters are 
fixed, we’re out of here.” 

The Wookiee barked, a joyful chuckle, and returned to his work 
as Han continued through the artificial ice cavern. 

The command center was alive with electronic equipment and 
monitoring devices reaching toward the icy ceiling. As in the 
hangar, Rebel personnel filled the command center. The room 
was full of controllers, troopers, maintenance men—along with 
droids of varying models and sizes, all of whom were diligently 
involved in converting the chamber into a workable base to 
replace the one on Yavin. 

The man Han Solo had come to see was busily engaged behind 
a great console, his attention riveted to a computer screen 
flashing brilliantly colored readouts. Rieekan, wearing the 
uniform of a Rebel general, straightened his tall frame to face 
Solo as he approached. 

“General, there isn’t a hint of life in the area,” Han reported. 
“But all the perimeter markings are set, so you'll know if anyone 
comes calling.” 

As usual, General Rieekan did not smile at Solo’s flippancy. But 
he admired the young man’s taking a kind of unofficial 
membership in the Rebellion. So impressed was Rieekan by Solo’s 
qualities that he often considered giving him an honorary officer’s 


commission. 

“Has Commander Skywalker reported in yet?” the general 
inquired. 

“He’s checking out a meteorite that hit near him,” Han 
answered. “He’ll be in soon.” 

Rieekan quickly glanced at a newly installed radar screen and 
studied the flashing images. “With all the meteor activity in this 
system, it’s going to be difficult to spot approaching ships.” 

“General, I ...” Han hesitated. “I think it’s time for me to move 
on.” 

Han’s attention was drawn from General Rieekan to a steadily 
approaching figure. Her walk was both graceful and determined, 
and somehow the young woman’s feminine features seemed 
incongruous with her white combat uniform. Even at this 
distance, Han could tell Princess Leia was upset. 

“You’re good in a fight,” the general remarked to Han, adding, 
“T hate to lose you.” 

“Thank you, General. But there’s a price on my head. If I don’t 
pay off Jabba the Hut, Pm a walking dead man.” 

“A death mark is not an easy thing to live with—” the officer 
began as Han turned to Princess Leia. Solo was not a sentimental 
sort, but he was aware that he was very emotional now. “I guess 
this is it, Your Highness.” He paused, not knowing what response 
to expect from the princess. 

“That’s right,” Leia replied coldly. Her sudden aloofness was 
quickly evolving into genuine anger. 

Han shook his head. Long ago he had told himself that females 
—mammalian, reptilian, or some biological class yet to be 
discovered—were beyond his meager powers of comprehension. 
Better leave them to mystery, he’d often advised himself. 

But for a while, at least, Han had begun to believe that there 
was at least one female in all the cosmos that he was beginning to 
understand. And yet, he had been wrong before. 

“Well,” Han said, “don’t go all mushy on me. So long, 
Princess.” 

Abruptly turning his back to her, Han strode into the quiet 
corridor that connected with the command center. His destination 
was the hangar deck, where a giant Wookiee and a smuggler’s 
freighter—two realities he did understand—were waiting for him. 
He was not about to stop walking. 


“Han!” Leia was rushing after him, slightly out of breath. 

Coolly, he stopped and turned toward her. “Yes, Your 
Highness?” 

“T thought you had decided to stay.” 

There seemed to be real concern in Leia’s voice, but Han could 
not be certain. 

“That bounty hunter we ran into on Ord Mantell changed my 
mind.” 

“Does Luke know?” she asked. 

“He'll know when he gets back,” Han replied gruffly. 

Princess Leia’s eyes narrowed, her gaze judging him with a 
look he knew well. For a moment Han felt like one of the icicles 
on the surface of the planet. 

“Don’t give me that look,” he said sternly. “Every day more 
bounty hunters are searching for me. I’m going to pay off Jabba 
before he sends any more of his remotes, Gank killers, and who 
knows what else. I’ve got to get this price off my head while I still 
have a head.” 

Leia was obviously affected by his words, and Han could see 
that she was concerned for him as well as, perhaps, feeling 
something more. 

“But we still need you,” she said. 

“We?” he asked. 

“Yes.” 

“What about you?” Han was careful to emphasize the last word, 
but really wasn’t certain why. Maybe it was something he had for 
some time wanted to say but had lacked the courage—no, he 
amended, the stupidity—to expose his feelings. At the moment 
there seemed to be little to lose, and he was ready for whatever 
she might say. 

“Me?” she said bluntly. “I don’t know what you mean.” 

Incredulous, Han Solo shook his head. “No, you probably 
don’t.” 

“And what precisely am I supposed to know?” Anger was 
growing in her voice again, probably because, Han thought, she 
was finally beginning to understand. 

He smiled. “You want me to stay because of the way you feel 
about me.” 

Again the princess mellowed. “Well, yes, you’ve been a great 
help,” she said, pausing before going on, “... to us. Youre a 


natural leader—” 

But Han refused to let her finish, cutting her off in 
midsentence. “No, Your Worship. That’s not it.” 

Suddenly Leia was staring directly into Han’s face, with eyes 
that were, at last, fully understanding. She started to laugh. 
“You're imagining things.” 

“Am I? I think you were afraid I was going to leave you 
without even a ...” Han’s eyes focused on her lips, “... kiss.” 

She began to laugh harder now. “I’d just as soon kiss a 
Wookiee.” 

“I can arrange that.” He moved closer to her, and she looked 
radiant even in the cold light of the ice chamber. “Believe me, 
you could use a good kiss. You’ve been so busy giving orders, 
you’ve forgotten how to be a woman. If you’d have let go for a 
moment, I could have helped you. But it’s too late now, 
sweetheart. Your big opportunity is flying out of here.” 

“T think I can survive,” she said, obviously irked. 

“Good luck!” 

“You don’t even care if the—” 

He knew what she was going to say and didn’t let her finish. 
“Spare me, please!” he interrupted. “Don’t tell me about the 
Rebellion again. It’s all you think about. You’re as cold as this 
planet.” 

“And you think you’re the one to apply some heat?” 

“Sure, if I were interested. But I don’t think it’d be much fun.” 
With that, Han stepped back and looked at her again, appraising 
her coolly. “We’ll meet again,” he said. “Maybe by then you'll 
have warmed up a little.” Her expression had changed again. Han 
had seen killers with kinder eyes. 

“You have all the breeding of a Bantha,” she snarled, “but not 
as much class. Enjoy your trip, hot shot!” Princess Leia quickly 
turned away from Han and hurried down the corridor. 


OH 


THE temperature on the surface of Hoth had dropped. But despite 
the frigid air, the Imperial Probe Droid continued its leisurely 
drift above the snow-swept fields and hills, its extended sensors 
still reaching in all directions for life signs. 

The robot’s heat sensors suddenly reacted. It had found a heat 
source in the vicinity, and warmth was a good indication of life. 
The head swiveled on its axis, the sensitive eyelike blisters noting 
the direction from which the heat source originated. 
Automatically the probe robot adjusted its speed and began to 
move at maximum velocity over the icy fields. 

The insectlike machine slowed only when it neared a mound of 
snow bigger than the probe droid itself. The robots scanners 
made note of the mound’s size—nearly one-point-eight meters in 
height and an enormous six meters long. But the mound’s size 
was of only secondary importance. What was truly astounding, if 
a surveillance machine could ever be astounded, was the amount 
of heat radiating from beneath the mound. The creature under 
that snowy hill must surely be well protected against the cold. 

A thin blue-white beam of light shot from one of the probe 
robot’s appendages, its intense heat boring into the white mound 
and scattering gleaming snow flecks in all directions. 


The mound began to shiver, then to quake. Whatever existed 
beneath it was deeply irritated by the robot’s probing laser beam. 
Snow began to fall away from the mound in sizable clumps when, 
at one end, two eyes showed through the mass of white. 

Huge yellow eyes peered like twin points of fire at the 
mechanical creature that continued to blast away with its painful 
beams. The eyes burned with primeval hatred for the thing that 
had interrupted its slumber. 

The mound shook again, with a roar that nearly destroyed the 
probe droid’s auditory sensors. It zoomed back several meters, 
widening the space between it and the creature. The droid had 
never before encountered a Wampa Ice Creature; its computers 
advised that the beast be dealt with expeditiously. 

The droid made an internal adjustment to regulate the potency 
of its laser beam. Less than a moment later the beam was at 
maximum intensity. The machine aimed the laser at the creature, 
enveloping it in a great flaming and smoking cloud. Seconds later 
the few remaining particles of the Wampa were swept away by 
the icy winds. 

The smoke disappeared, leaving behind no physical evidence— 
save for a large depression in the snow—that an Ice Creature had 
ever been there. 

But its existence had been properly recorded in the memory of 
the probe droid, which was already continuing on its 
programmed mission. 


The roars of another Wampa Ice Creature finally awakened the 
battered young Rebel commander. 

Luke’s head was spinning, aching, perhaps exploding for all he 
could tell. With painstaking effort he brought his vision into 
focus, discerning that he was in an ice gorge, its jagged walls 
reflecting the fading twilight. 

He suddenly realized he was hanging upside down, arms 
dangling and fingertips some thirty centimeters from the snowy 
floor. His ankles were numb. He craned his neck and saw that his 
feet were frozen in ice hanging from the ceiling and that the ice 
was forming on his legs like stalactites. He could feel the frozen 
mask of his own blood caked on his face where the Wampa Ice 


Creature had viciously slashed him. 

Again Luke heard the bestial moans, louder now as they 
resounded through the deep and narrow passageway of ice. The 
roars of the monster were deafening. He wondered which would 
kill him first, the cold or the fangs and claws of the thing that 
inhabited the gorge. 

“Tve got to free myself,” he thought, “and get free of this ice.” 
His strength had not yet returned fully, but with a determined 
effort, he pulled himself up and reached for the confining bonds. 
Still too weak, Luke could not break the ice and fell back into his 
hanging position, the white floor rushing up at him. 

“Relax,” he said to himself. “Relax.” 

The ice walls creaked with the ever-louder bellows of the 
approaching creature. Its feet crunched on the frigid ground, 
coming frighteningly nearer. It would not be long before the 
shaggy white horror would be back and possibly warming the 
cold young warrior in the darkness of its belly. 

Luke’s eyes darted about the gorge, finally spotting the pile of 
gear he had brought with him on his mission, now lying in a 
useless, crumpled heap on the floor. The equipment was nearly a 
full, unattainable meter beyond his grasp. And with that gear was 
a device that entirely captured his attention—a stout handgrip 
unit with a pair of small switches and a surmounting metal disk. 
The object had once belonged to his father, a former Jedi Knight 
who had been betrayed and murdered by the young Darth Vader. 
But now it was Luke’s, given him by Ben Kenobi to be wielded 
with honor against Imperial tyranny. 

In desperation Luke tried twisting his aching body just enough 
to reach the discarded lightsaber. But the freezing cold coursing 
through his body slowed him down and weakened him. Luke was 
beginning to resign himself to his fate as he heard the snarling 
Wampa Ice Creature approaching. His last feelings of hope were 
nearly gone when he sensed the presence. 

But it was not the presence of the white giant that dominated 
this gorge. 

Rather, it was that soothing spiritual presence which 
occasionally visited Luke in moments of stress or danger. The 
presence that had first come to him only after old Ben, once again 
in his Jedi role of Obi-Wan Kenobi, vanished into a crumple of his 
own dark robes after being cut down by Darth Vader’s lightsaber. 


The presence that was sometimes like a familiar voice, an almost 
silent whisper that spoke directly to Luke’s mind. 

“Luke.” The whisper was there again, hauntingly. “Think of the 
lightsaber in your hand.” 

The words made Luke’s already aching head throb. Then he felt 
a sudden resurgence of strength, a feeling of confidence that 
urged him to continue fighting despite his apparently hopeless 
situation. His eyes fixed upon the lightsaber. His hand reached 
out painfully, the freezing in his limbs already taking its toll. He 
squeezed his eyes shut in concentration. But the weapon was still 
beyond his reach. He knew that the lightsaber would require 
more than just struggling to reach. 

“Gotta relax,” Luke told himself, “relax ...” 

Luke’s mind whirled as he heard the words of his disembodied 
guardian. “Let the Force flow, Luke.” 

The Force! 

Luke saw the inverted gorillalike image of the Wampa Ice 
Creature looming, its raised arms ending in enormous gleaming 
claws. He could see the apish face for the first time now, and 
shivered at the sight of the beast’s ramlike horns, the quivering 
lower jaw with its protruding fangs. 

But then the warrior divorced the creature from his thoughts. 
He stopped struggling for his weapon, his body relaxed and went 
limp, allowing his spirit to be receptive to his teacher’s 
suggestion. Already he could feel coursing through him that 
energy field generated by all living beings, that bound the very 
universe together. 

As Kenobi had taught him, the Force was within Luke to use as 
he saw fit. 

The Wampa Ice Creature spread its black, hooked claws and 
lumbered toward the hanging youth. Suddenly the lightsaber, as 
if by magic, sprang to Luke’s hand. Instantly, he depressed a 
colored button on the weapon, releasing a bladelike beam that 
quickly severed his icy bonds. 

As Luke, weapon in hand, dropped to the floor, the monstrous 
figure towering over him took a cautious step backward. The 
beast’s sulfurous eyes blinked incredulously at the humming 
lightshaft, a sight baffling to its primitive brain. 

Though it was difficult to move, Luke jumped to his feet and 
waved his lightsaber at the snow-white mass of muscle and hair, 


forcing it back a step, another step. Bringing the weapon down, 
Luke cut through the monster’s hide with the blade of light. The 
Wampa Ice Creature shrieked, its hideous roar of agony shaking 
the gorge walls. It turned and hastily lumbered out of the gorge, 
its white bulk blending with the distant terrain. 

The sky was already noticeably darker, and with the 
encroaching darkness came the colder winds. The Force was with 
Luke, but even that mysterious power could not warm him now. 
Every step he took as he stumbled out of the gorge was more 
difficult than the last. Finally, his vision dimming as rapidly as 
the daylight, Luke stumbled down an embankment of snow and 
was unconscious before he even reached the bottom. 


In the subsurface main hangar dock, Chewie was getting the 
Millennium Falcon ready for takeoff. He looked up from his work 
to see a rather curious pair of figures that had just appeared from 
around a nearby corner to mingle with the usual Rebel activity in 
the hangar. 


Neither of these figures was human, although one of them had 
a humanoid shape and gave the impression of a man in knightly 
golden armor. His movements were precise, almost too precise to 
be human, as he clanked stiffly through the corridor. His 
companion required no manlike legs for locomotion, for he was 
doing quite well rolling his shorter, barrellike body along on 
miniature wheels. 

The shorter of the two droids was beeping and whistling 
excitedly. 

“It is not my fault, you malfunctioning tin can,” the tall, 
anthropomorphic droid stated, gesturing with a metallic hand. “I 
did not ask you to turn on the thermal heater. I merely 
commented that it was freezing in her chamber. But it’s supposed 
to be freezing. How are we going to get all her things dried 
out? ... Ah! Here we are.” 

See-Threepio, the golden droid in human shape, paused to 
focus his optical sensors on the docked Millennium Falcon. 

The other robot, Artoo-Detoo, retracted his wheels and frontal 
leg, and rested his stout metal body on the ground. The smaller 
droid’s sensors were reading the familiar figures of Han Solo and 
his Wookiee companion as those two continued the work of 


replacing the freighter’s central lifters. 

“Master Solo, sir,” Threepio called, the only one of the robotic 
twosome equipped with an imitation human voice. “Might I have 
a word with you?” 

Han was not particularly in a mood to be disturbed, especially 
by this fastidious droid. “What is it?” 

“Mistress Leia has been trying to reach you on the 
communicator,” Threepio informed him. “It must be 
malfunctioning.” 

But Han knew that it was not. “I shut it off,” he said sharply as 
he continued to work on his ship. “What does her royal holiness 
want?” 

Threepio’s auditory sensors identified the disdain in Han’s 
voice but did not understand it. The robot mimicked a human 
gesture as he added, “She is looking for Master Luke and assumed 
he would be here with you. No one seems to know—” 

“Luke’s not back yet?” Immediately Han became concerned. He 
could see that the sky beyond the ice cavern entrance had grown 
considerably darker since he and Chewbacca had begun to repair 
the Millennium Falcon. Han knew just how severely the 
temperatures dropped on the surface after nightfall and how 
deadly the winds could be. 

In a flash he jumped off the Falcon’s lift, not even looking back 
toward the Wookiee. “Bolt it down, Chewie. Officer of the Deck!” 
Han yelled, then brought his comlink to his mouth and asked, 
“Security Control, has Commander Skywalker reported in yet?” A 
negative reply brought a scowl to Han’s face. 

The deck sergeant and his aide hurried up to Solo in response 
to his summons. 

“Is Commander Skywalker back yet?” Han asked, tension in his 
voice. 

“T haven’t seen him,” the deck sergeant replied. “It’s possible he 
came in through the south entrance.” 

“Check on it!” Solo snapped, though he was not in an official 
position to give commands. “It’s urgent.” 

As the deck sergeant and his aide turned and rushed down the 
corridor, Artoo emitted a concerned whistle that rose inquiringly 
in pitch. 

“I don’t know, Artoo,” Threepio answered, stiffly turning his 
upper torso and head in Han’s direction. “Sir, might I inquire 


what’s going on?” 

Anger welled up inside Han as he grunted back at the robot, 
“Go tell your precious princess that Luke is dead unless he shows 
up soon.” 

Artoo began to whistle hysterically at Solo’s grim prediction 
and his now-frightened golden partner exclaimed, “Oh, no!” 

The main tunnel was filled with activity when Han Solo rushed 
in. He saw a pair of Rebel troopers employing all their physical 
strength to restrain a nervous Tauntaun that was trying to break 
free. 

From the opposite end, the deck officer rushed into the 
corridor, his eyes darting around the chamber until he had 
spotted Han. “Sir,” he said frantically, “Commander Skywalker 
hasn’t come through the south entrance. He might have forgotten 
to check in.” 

“Not likely,” Han snapped. “Are the speeders ready?” 

“Not yet,” the deck officer answered. “Adapting them to the 
cold is proving difficult. Maybe by morning—” 

Han cut him off. There wasn’t any time to waste on machines 
that could and probably would break down. “We’ll have to go out 
on Tauntauns. I’ll take sector four.” 

“The temperature is falling too rapidly.” 

“You bet it is,” Han growled, “and Luke’s out in it.” 

The other officer volunteered, “Pll cover sector twelve. Have 
control set screen alpha.” 

But Han knew there was not time for control to get its 
surveillance cameras operating, not with Luke probably dying 
somewhere on the desolate plains above. He pushed his way 
through the assemblage of Rebel troops and took the reins of one 
of the trained Tauntauns, leaping onto the creature’s back. 

“The night storms will start before any of you can reach the 
first marker,” the deck officer warned. 

“Then Pll see you in hell,” grunted Han, tugging the reins of his 
mount and maneuvering the animal out of the cave. 


kk x 


Snow was falling heavily as Han Solo raced his Tauntaun 
through the wilderness. Night was near and the winds were 
howling fiercely, piercing his heavy clothes. He knew that he 


would be as useless as an icicle to Luke unless he found the 
young warrior soon. 

The Tauntaun was already feeling the effects of the 
temperature drop. Not even its layers of insulating fat or the 
matted gray fur could protect it from the elements after nightfall. 
Already the beast was wheezing, its breathing becoming 
increasingly labored. 

Han prayed that the snow-lizard wouldn’t drop, at least not 
until he had located Luke. 

He drove his mount harder, forcing it on across the icy plains. 


Another figure was moving across the snow, its metal body 
hovering above the frozen ground. 


The Imperial Probe Droid paused briefly in midflight, its 
sensors twitching. 

Then, satisfied with its findings, the robot gently lowered itself, 
coming to rest on the ground. Like spider legs, several probes 
separated from the metal hull, dislodging some of the snow that 
had settled there. 

Something began to take shape around the robot, a pulsating 
glow that gradually covered the machine as if with a transparent 
dome. Quickly this force field solidified, repelling the blowing 
snow that brushed over the droid’s hull. 

After a moment the glow faded, and the blowing snow soon 
formed a perfect dome of white, completely concealing the droid 
and its protective force field. 


The Tauntaun was racing at maximum speed, certainly too fast 
considering the distance it had traveled and the unbearable frigid 
air. No longer wheezing, it had begun moaning pitifully, and its 
legs were becoming more and more unsteady. Han felt sorry 
about the Tauntaun’s pain, but at present the creature’s life was 
only secondary to that of his friend Luke. 

It was becoming difficult for Han to see through the thickening 
snowfall. Desperate, he searched for some interruption in the 
eternal plains, some distant spot that might actually be Luke. But 
there was nothing to see other than the darkening expanses of 


snow and ice. 

Yet there was a sound. 

Han drew the reins in, bringing the Tauntaun to an abrupt halt 
on the plain. Solo could not be certain, but there seemed to be 
some sound other than the howling of the winds that whipped 
past him. He strained to look in the direction of the sound. 

Then he spurred his Tauntaun, forcing it to gallop across the 
snow-swept field. 


Luke could have been a corpse, food for the scavengers, by the 
time the light of dawn returned. But somehow he was still alive, 
though barely, and struggling to stay that way even with the 
night storms violently assaulting him. Luke painfully pulled 
himself upright from the snow, only to be blasted back down by 
the freezing gale. As he fell he considered the irony of it all—a 
farm boy from Tatooine maturing to battle the Death Star, now 
perishing alone in a frozen alien wasteland. 


It took all of Luke’s remaining strength to drag himself a half 
meter before finally collapsing, sinking into the ever-deepening 
drifts. “I can’t ...” he said, though no one could hear his words. 

But someone, though still unseen, had heard. 

“You must.” The words vibrated in Luke’s mind. “Luke, look at 
me!” 

Luke could not ignore that command; the power of those softly 
spoken words was too great. 

With a great effort, Luke lifted his head and saw what he 
thought was a hallucination. In front of him, apparently 
unaffected by the cold and still clad only in the shabby robes he 
had worn in the hot desert of Tatooine, stood Ben Kenobi. 

Luke wanted to call out to him, but he was speechless. 

The apparition spoke with the same gentle authority Ben had 
always used with the young man. “You must survive, Luke.” 

The young commander found the strength to move his lips 
again. “I’m cold ... so cold ...” 

“You must go to the Dagobah system,” the spectral figure of 
Ben Kenobi instructed. “You will learn from Yoda, the Jedi 
Master, the one who taught me.” 

Luke listened, then reached to touch the ghostly figure. 
“Ben ... Ben ...” he groaned. 


The figure remained unmoved by Luke’s efforts to reach it. 
“Luke,” it spoke again, “you’re our only hope.” 

Our only hope. 

Luke was confused. Yet before he could gather the strength to 
ask for an explanation, the figure began to fade. And when every 
trace of the apparition had passed from his sight, Luke thought he 
saw the approach of a Tauntaun with a human rider on its back. 
The snow-lizard was approaching, its gait unsteady. The rider 
was still too far away, too obscured by the storm for 
identification. 

In desperation the young Rebel commander called out, “Ben?!” 
before again dropping off into unconsciousness. 

The snow-lizard was barely able to stand on its saurian hind 
legs when Han Solo reined it to a stop and dismounted. 

Han looked with horror at the snow-covered, almost frozen 
form lying as if dead at his feet. 

“Come on, buddy,” he appealed to Luke’s inert figure, 
immediately forgetting his own nearly frozen body, “you aren’t 
dead yet. Give me a signal here.” 

Han could detect no sign of life, and noticed that Luke’s face, 
nearly covered with snow, was savagely torn. He rubbed at the 
youth’s face, being careful not to touch the drying wounds. “Don’t 
do this, Luke. It’s not your time.” 

Finally a slight response. A low moan, barely audible over the 
winds, was strong enough to send a warm glow through Han’s 
own shivering body. He grinned with relief. “I knew you wouldn’t 
leave me out here all alone! We’ve got to get you out of here.” 

Knowing that Luke’s salvation—and his own—lay in the speed 
of the Tauntaun, Han moved toward the beast, carrying the 
young warrior limply in his arms. But before he could drape the 
unconscious form over the animal’s back, the snow-lizard gave an 
agonized roar, then fell into a shaggy gray heap on the snow. 
Laying his companion down, Han rushed to the side of the fallen 
creature. The Tauntaun made one final sound, not a roar or 
bellow but only a sickly rasp. Then the beast was silent. 

Solo gripped the Tauntaun’s hide, his numbed fingers searching 
for even the slightest indication of life. “Deader than a Triton 
moon,” he said, knowing that Luke did not hear a word. “We 
haven’t got much time.” 

Resting Luke’s motionless form against the belly of the dead 


snow-lizard, Han proceeded to work. It might be something of a 
sacrilege, he mused, using a Jedi Knight’s favorite weapon like 
this, but right now Luke’s lightsaber was the most efficient and 
precise tool to cut through the thick skin of a Tauntaun. 

At first the weapon felt strange in his hand, but momentarily he 
was cutting the animal’s carcass from hairy head to scaly hind 
paws. Han winced at the foul odor that rose from the steaming 
incision. There were few things he could remember that stank 
like a snowlizard’s innards. Without deliberation he tossed the 
slippery entrails into the snow. 

When the animal’s corpse had been entirely eviscerated, Han 
shoved his friend inside the warm, hair-covered skin. “I know this 
doesn’t smell so good, Luke, but it’ll keep you from freezing. I’m 
sure this Tauntaun wouldn’t hesitate if it were the other way 
around.” 

From the body of the snow-lizard, another blast of entrail- 
stench rose out of the disemboweled cavity. “Whew!” Han almost 
gagged. “It’s just as well you’re out cold, pal.” 

There wasn’t much time left to do what had to be done. Han’s 
freezing hands went to the supply pack strapped to the 
Tauntaun’s back and rummaged through the Rebel-issue items 
until he located the shelter container. 

Before unpacking it, he spoke into his comlink. “Echo Base, do 
you copy?” 

No response. 

“This comlink is useless!” 

The sky had darkened ominously and the winds blew violently, 
making even breathing close to impossible. Han fought to open 
the shelter container and stiffly began to construct the one piece 
of Rebel equipment that might protect them both—if only for a 
short while longer. 

“If I don’t get this shelter up fast,” he grumbled to himself, 
“Jabba won’t need those bounty hunters.” 


OHI 


ARTOO-DETOO stood just outside the entrance to the secret 
Rebel ice hangar, dusted with a layer of snow that had settled 
over his plug-shaped body. His inner timing mechanisms knew he 
had waited here a long time and his optical sensors told him that 
the sky was dark. 

But the R2 unit was concerned only with his built-in probe- 
sensors that were still sending signals across the ice fields. His 
long and earnest sensorsearch for the missing Luke Skywalker 
and Han Solo had not turned up a thing. 

The stout droid began beeping nervously when Threepio 
approached him, plodding stiffly through the snow. 

“Artoo,” the gold-colored robot inclined the upper half of his 
form at the hip joints, “there’s nothing more you can do. You 
must come inside.” Threepio straightened to his full height again, 
simulating a human shiver as the night winds howled past his 
gleaming hull. “Artoo, my joints are freezing up. Will you 
hurry ... please? ...” But before he could finish his own sentence, 
Threepio was hurrying back toward the hangar entrance. 

Hoth’s sky was then entirely black with night, and Princess Leia 
Organa stood inside the Rebel base entrance, maintaining a 
worried vigil. She shivered in the night wind as she tried to see 


into the Hoth darkness. Waiting near a deeply concerned Major 
Derlin, her mind was somewhere out on the ice fields. 

The giant Wookiee sat nearby, his maned head lifting quickly 
from his hairy hands as the two droids Threepio and Artoo 
reentered the hangar. 

Threepio was humanly distraught. “Artoo has not been able to 
pick up any signals,” he reported, fretting, “although he feels his 
range is probably too limited to cause us to give up hope.” Still, 
very little confidence could be detected in Threepio’s artificial 
voice. 

Leia gave the taller droid a nod of acknowledgment, but did 
not speak. Her thoughts were occupied with the pair of missing 
heroes. Most disturbing to her was that she found her mind 
focused on one of the two: a dark-haired Corellian whose words 
were not always to be taken literally. 

As the princess kept watch, Major Derlin turned to 
acknowledge a Rebel lieutenant reporting in. “All patrols are now 
in except Solo and Skywalker, sir.” 

The major looked over at Princess Leia. “Your Highness,” he 
said, his voice weighty with regret, “nothing more can be done 
tonight. The temperature is dropping fast. The shield doors must 
be closed. I’m sorry.” Derlin waited a moment then addressed the 
lieutenant. “Close the doors.” 

The Rebel officer turned to carry out Derlin’s order and 
immediately the chamber of ice seemed to drop even more in 
temperature as the mournful Wookiee howled his grief. 

“The speeders should be ready in the morning,” the major said 
to Leia. “They’ll make the search easier.” 

Not really expecting an affirmative reply, Leia asked, “Is there 
any chance of their surviving until morning?” 

“Slim,” Major Derlin answered with grim honesty. “But yes, 
there’s a chance.” 

In response to the major’s words, Artoo began to operate the 
miniature computers inside his barrellike metal body, taking only 
moments to juggle numerous sets of mathematical computations, 
and climaxing his figurings with a series of triumphant beeps. 

“Ma’am,” Threepio interpreted, “Artoo says the chances against 
survival are seven hundred twenty-five to one.” Then, tilting 
toward the shorter robot, the protocol droid grumbled, “Actually, 
I don’t think we needed to know that.” 


No one responded to Threepio’s translation. For several 
prolonged moments there was a solemn silence, broken only by 
the echoing clang of metal slamming against metal: the huge 
doors of the Rebel base were closed for the night. It was as if 
some heartless deity had officially severed the assembled group 
from the two men out on the ice plains and had, with a metallic 
bang, announced their deaths. 

Chewbacca let out another suffering howl. 

And a silent prayer, often spoken on an erstwhile world called 
Alderaan, crept into Leia’s thoughts. 


The sun that was creeping over Hoth’s northern horizon was 
relatively dim, but its light was enough to shed some warmth on 
the planet’s icy surface. The light crawled across the rolling hills 
of snow, fought to reach the darker recesses of the icy gorges, 
then finally came to rest on what must have been the only perfect 
white mound on the entire world. 


So perfect was the snow-covered mound that it must have 
owed its existence to some power other than Nature. Then, as the 
sky grew steadily brighter, this mound began to hum. Anyone 
observing the mound now would have been startled as the snow 
dome seemed to erupt, sending its snowy outer covering skyward 
in a great burst of white particles. A droning machine began 
pulling back its retractable sensor arms, and its awesome bulk 
slowly rose from its frozen white bed. 

The probe robot paused briefly in the windy air, then 
continued on its morning mission across the snow-covered plains. 


Something else had invaded the morning air of the ice world— 
a relatively small, snub-nosed craft, with dark cockpit windows 
and laser guns mounted on each side. The Rebel snowspeeder was 
heavily armored and designed for warfare near the planet’s 
surface. But this morning the small craft was on a reconnaissance 
mission, racing above the expansive white landscape and arcing 
over the contours of the snowdrifts. 

Although the snowspeeder was designed for a two-man crew, 


Zev was the ship’s only occupant. His eyes took in a panoramic 
scan of the desolate stretches below, and he prayed that he would 


find the objects of his search before he went snowblind. 

Presently he heard a low beeping signal. 

“Echo Base,” he shouted jubilantly into his cockpit comlink, 
“Tve got something! Not much, but it could be a sign of life. 
Sector four-six-one-four by eight-eight-two. I’m closing in.” 

Frantically working the controls of his ship, Zev reduced its 
speed slightly and banked the craft over a snowdrift. He 
welcomed the sudden G-force pressing him against his seat and 
headed the snowspeeder in the direction of the faint signal. 

As the white infinity of Hoth’s terrain streaked under him, the 
Rebel pilot switched his comlink to a new frequency. “Echo 
Three, this is Rogue Two. Do you copy? Commander Skywalker, 
this is Rogue Two.” 

The only reply that came through his comlink receiver was 
static. 

But then he heard a voice, a very distant-sounding voice, 
fighting its way through the crackling noise. “Nice of you guys to 
drop by. Hope we didn’t get you up too early.” 

Zev welcomed the characteristic cynicism in Han Solo’s voice. 
He switched his transmitter back to the hidden Rebel base. “Echo 
Base, this is Rogue Two,” he reported, his voice suddenly rising in 
pitch. “I found them. Repeat ...” 

As he spoke, the pilot pulled in a fine-tune fix on the signals 
winking on his cockpit monitor screens. Then he further reduced 
the speed of his craft, bringing it down close enough to the 
planet’s surface so that he could better see a small object standing 
out against the fleecy plains. 

The object, a portable Rebel-issue shelter, sat atop a snowdrift. 
On the shelter’s windward side was a hard-packed layer of white. 
And resting gingerly against the upper part of the snowdrift was a 
makeshift radio antenna. 

But a more welcome sight than any of this was the familiar 
human figure standing in front of the snow shelter, frantically 
waving his arms at the snowspeeder. 

As Zev dipped his craft for a landing, he felt overwhelmingly 
grateful that at least one of the warriors he had been sent out to 
find was still alive. 


Only a thick glass window separated the battered, near-frozen 


body of Luke Skywalker from five of his watchful friends. 


Han Solo, who appreciated the relative warmth of the Rebel 
medical center, was standing beside Leia, his Wookiee copilot, 
Artoo-Detoo, and See-Threepio. Han exhaled with relief. He knew 
that, despite the grim atmosphere of the chamber enclosing him, 
the young commander was finally out of danger and in the best of 
mechanical hands. 

Clad only in white shorts, Luke hung in a vertical position 
inside a transparent cylinder with a combination breath mask and 
microphone covering his nose and mouth. The surgeon droid, 
Too-Onebee, was attending to the youth with the skill of the 
finest humanoid doctors. He was aided by his medical assistant 
droid, FX-7, which looked like nothing more than a metal-capped 
set of cylinders, wires, and appendages. Gracefully, the surgeon 
droid worked a switch that brought a gelatinous red fluid pouring 
down over his human patient. This bacta, Han knew, could work 
miracles, even with patients in such dire shape as Luke. 

As the bubbling slime encapsulated his body, Luke began to 
thrash about and rave deliriously. “Watch out,” he moaned. 
“... snow creatures. Dangerous ... Yoda... go to Yoda... only 
hope.” 

Han had not the slightest idea what his friend was raving 
about. Chewbacca, also perplexed by the youth’s babbling, 
expressed himself with an interrogative Wookiee bark. 

“He doesn’t make sense to me either, Chewie,” Han replied. 

Threepio commented hopefully, “I do hope he’s all there, if you 
take my meaning. It would be most unfortunate if Master Luke 
were to develop a short circuit.” 

“The kid ran into something,” Han observed matter-of-factly, 
“and it wasn’t just the cold.” 

“Tt’s those creatures he keeps talking about,” Leia said, looking 
at the grimly staring Solo. “We’ve doubled the security, Han,” she 
began, tentatively trying to thank him, “I don’t know how—” 

“Forget it,” he said brusquely. Right now he was concerned 
only with his friend in the red bacta fluid. 

Luke’s body sloshed through the brightly colored substance, the 
bacta’s healing properties by now taking effect. For a while it 
appeared as if Luke were trying to resist the curative flow of the 
translucent muck. Then, at last, he gave up his mumbling and 
relaxed, succumbing to the bacta’s powers. 


Too-Onebee turned away from the human who had been 
entrusted to his care. He angled his skull-shaped head to gaze at 
Han and the others through the window. “Commander Skywalker 
has been in dormo-shock but is responding well to the bacta,” the 
robot announced, his commanding, authoritative voice heard 
distinctly through the glass. “He is now out of danger.” 

The surgeon robot’s words immediately wiped away the tension 
that had seized the group on the other side of the window. Leia 
sighed in relief, and Chewbacca grunted his approval of Too- 
Onebee’s treatment. 


Luke had no way of estimating how long he had been delirious. 
But now he was in full command of his mind and senses. He sat 
up on his bed in the Rebel medical center. What a relief, he 
thought, to be breathing real air again, however cold it might be. 


A medical droid was removing the protective pad from his 
healing face. His eyes were uncovered and he was beginning to 
perceive the face of someone standing by his bed. Gradually the 
smiling image of Princess Leia came into focus. She gracefully 
moved toward him and gently brushed his hair out of his eyes. 

“The bacta are growing well,” she said as she looked at his 
healing wounds. “The scars should be gone in a day or so. Does it 
still hurt you?” 

Across the room, the door banged open. Artoo beeped a 
cheerful greeting as he rolled toward Luke, and Threepio clanked 
noisily toward Luke’s bed. “Master Luke, it’s good to see you 
functional again.” 

“Thanks, Threepio.” 

Artoo emitted a series of happy beeps and whistles. 

“Artoo expresses his relief also,” Threepio translated helpfully. 

Luke was certainly grateful for the robots’ concern. But before 
he could reply to either of the droids, he met with yet another 
interruption. 

“Hi, kid,” Han Solo greeted him boisterously as he and 
Chewbacca burst into the medical center. 

The Wookiee growled a friendly greeting. 

“You look strong enough to wrestle a Gundark,” Han observed. 

Luke felt that strong, and felt grateful to his friend. “Thanks to 
you.” 


“That’s two you owe me, junior.” Han gave the princess a wide, 
devilish grin. “Well, Your Worship,” he said mockingly, “it looks 
like you arranged to keep me close by for a while longer.” 

“T had nothing to do with it,” Leia said hotly, annoyed at Han’s 
vanity. “General Rieekan thinks it’s dangerous for any ships to 
leave the system until the generators are operational.” 

“That makes a good story. But I think you just can’t bear to let 
me out of your sight.” 

“T don’t know where you get your delusions, laser brains,” she 
retorted. 

Chewbacca, amused by this verbal battle between two of the 
strongest human wills he had ever encountered, let out a roaring 
Wookiee laugh. 

“Laugh it up, fuzz ball,” Han said goodnaturedly. “You didn’t 
see us alone in the south passage.” 

Until now, Luke had scarcely listened to this lively exchange. 
Han and the princess had argued frequently enough in the past. 
But that reference to the south passage sparked his curiosity, and 
he looked at Leia for an explanation. 

“She expressed her true feeling for me,” Han continued, 
delighting in the rosy flush that appeared on the princess’s 
cheeks. “Come on, Your Highness, you’ve already forgotten?” 

“Why, you low-down, stuck-up, half-witted, scruffy-looking 
nerf-herder ...” she sputtered in fury. 

“Who’s scruffy-looking?” he grinned. “I tell ya, sweetheart, I 
must’ve hit pretty close to the mark to get you hoppin’ like this. 
Doesn’t it look that way to you, Luke?” 

“Yeah,” he said, staring at the princess incredulously, “it 
does ... kind of.” 

Leia looked over at Luke with a strange mixture of emotions 
showing on her flushed face. Something vulnerable, almost 
childlike, was reflected in her eyes for a moment. And then the 
tough mask fell again. 

“Oh, it does, does it?” she said. “Well, I guess you don’t 
understand everything about women, do you?” 

Luke agreed silently. He agreed even more when in the next 
moment Leia leaned over and kissed him firmly on the lips. Then 
she turned on her heel and marched across the room, slamming 
the door behind her. Everyone in the room—human, Wookiee, 
and droid—looked at one another, speechless. 


In the distance, a warning alarm blared through the 
subterranean corridors. 


General Rieekan and his head controller were conferring in the 
Rebel command center when Han Solo and Chewbacca burst into 
the room. Princess Leia and Threepio, who had been listening to 
the general and his officer, turned in anticipation at their 
approach. 


A warning signal blared across the chamber from the huge 
console located behind Rieekan and monitored by Rebel control 
officers. 

“General,” the sensor controller called. 

Grimly attentive, General Rieekan watched the console screens. 
Suddenly he saw a flashing signal that had not been there a 
moment before. “Princess,” he said, “I think we have a visitor.” 

Leia, Han, Chewbacca, and Threepio gathered around the 
general and watched the beeping monitor screens. 

“We’ve picked up something outside the base in Zone Twelve. 
It’s moving east,” said Rieekan. 

“Whatever it is, it’s metal,” the sensor controller observed. 

Leia’s eyes widened in surprise. “Then it can’t be one of those 
creatures that attacked Luke?” 

“Could it be ours?” Han asked. “A speeder?” 

The sensor controller shook his head. “No, there’s no signal.” 
Then came a sound from another monitor. “Wait, something very 
weak ...” 

Walking as rapidly as his stiff joints allowed, Threepio 
approached the console. His auditory sensors tuned in the strange 
signals. “I must say, sir, I’m fluent in over sixty million forms of 
communication, but this is something new. Must be in a code or 


2) 


Just then the voice of a Rebel trooper cut in through the 
console’s comlink speaker. “This is Echo Station Three-Eight. 
Unidentified object is in our scope. It’s just over the ridge. We 
should have visual contact in about—” Without warning the voice 
filled with fear. “What the—? Oh, no!” 

A burst of radio static followed, then the transmission broke off 
completely. 

Han frowned. “Whatever it is,” he said, “it isn’t friendly. Let’s 


have a look. Come on, Chewie.” 

Even before Han and Chewbacca were out of the chamber, 
General Rieekan had dispatched Rogues Ten and Eleven to 
Station Three-Eight. 


The mammoth Imperial Star Destroyer occupied a position of 
deadly prominence in the Emperor’s fleet. The sleekly elongated 
ship was larger and even more ominous than the five wedge- 
shaped Imperial Star Destroyers guarding it. Together these six 
cruisers were the most dreaded and devastating warships in the 
galaxy, capable of reducing to cosmic scrap anything that strayed 
too close to their weapons. 

Flanking the Star Destroyers were a number of smaller fighter 
ships and, darting about this great space armada, were the 
infamous TIE fighters. 

Supreme confidence reigned in the heart of every crew member 
in this Imperial death squadron, especially among the personnel 
on the monstrous central Star Destroyer. But something also 
blazed within their souls. Fear—fear of merely the sound of the 
familiar heavy footsteps as they echoed through the enormous 
ship. Crew members dreaded these footfalls and shuddered 
whenever they were heard approaching, bringing their much 
feared, but much respected leader. 

Towering above them in his black cloak and concealing black 
headgear, Darth Vader, Dark Lord of the Sith, entered the main 
control deck, and the men around him fell silent. In what seemed 
to be an endless moment, no sounds except those from the ship’s 
control boards and the loud wheezes coming from the ebony 
figure’s metal breath screen were to be heard. 

As Darth Vader watched the endless array of stars, Captain 
Piett rushed across the wide bridge of the ship, carrying a 
message for the squat, evil-looking Admiral Ozzel, who was 
stationed on the bridge. “I think we’ve found something, 
Admiral,” he announced nervously, looking from Ozzel to the 
Dark Lord. 

“Yes, Captain?” The admiral was a supremely confident man 
who felt relaxed in the presence of his cloaked superior. 

“The report we have is only a fragment, from a probe droid in 


the Hoth system. But it’s the best lead we’ve had in—” 

“We have had thousands of probe droids searching the galaxy,” 
Ozzel broke in angrily. “I want proof, not leads. I don’t intend to 
continue to chase around from one side of—” 

Abruptly the figure in black approached the two and 
interrupted. “You found something?” he asked, his voice 
somewhat distorted by the breath mask. 

Captain Piett respectfully gazed at his master, who loomed 
above him like a black-robed, omnipotent god. “Yes, sir,” Piett 
said slowly, choosing his words with caution. “We have visuals. 
The system is supposed to be devoid of human forms ...” 

But Vader was no longer listening to the captain. His masked 
face turned toward an image beamed on one of the viewscreens— 
an image of a small squadron of Rebel snowspeeders streaking 
above the white fields. 

“That’s it,” Darth Vader boomed without further deliberation. 

“My lord,” Admiral Ozzel protested, “there are so many 
uncharted settlements. It could be smugglers—” 

“That is the one!” the former Jedi Knight insisted, clenching a 
black-gloved fist. “And Skywalker is with them. Bring in the 
patrol ships, Admiral, and set your course for the Hoth system.” 
Vader looked toward an officer wearing a green uniform with 
matching cap. “General Veers,” the Dark Lord addressed him, 
“prepare your men.” 

As soon as Darth Vader had spoken, his men set about 
launching his fearful plan. 

The Imperial Probe Droid raised a large antenna from its 
buglike head and sent out a piercing, high-frequency signal. The 
robot’s scanners had reacted to a lifeform hidden behind a great 
dune of snow and noted the appearance of a brown Wookiee 
head and the sound of a deep-throated growl. The blasters that 
had been built into the probe robot took aim at the furry giant. 
But before the robot had a chance to fire, a red beam from a hand 
blaster exploded from behind the Imperial Probe Droid and 
nicked its darkly finished hull. 

As he ducked behind a large snow dune, Han Solo noticed 
Chewbacca still hidden, and then watched as the robot spun 
around in midair to face him. So far the ruse was working and 
now he was the target. Han had barely moved out of range as the 
floating machine fired, blasting chunks of snow from the edge of 


his dune. He fired again, hitting it square on with the beam of his 
weapon. Then he heard a high-pitched whine coming from the 
deadly machine, and in an instant the Imperial Probe Droid burst 
into a billion or more flaming pieces. 


“ .. Pm afraid there’s not much left,” Han said over the comlink 
as he concluded his report to the underground base. 


Princess Leia and General Rieekan were still manning the 
console where they had maintained constant communication with 
Han. “What is it?” Leia asked. 

“Droid of some kind,” he answered. “I didn’t hit it that hard. It 
must have had a self-destruct.” 

Leia paused as she considered this unwelcome piece of 
information. “An Imperial droid,” she said, betraying some 
trepidation. 

“If it was,” Han warned, “the Empire surely knows were here.” 

General Rieekan shook his head slowly. “We’d better start to 
evacuate the planet.” 


O IV 


SIX ominous shapes appeared in the black space of the Hoth 
system and loomed like vast demons of destruction, ready to 
unleash the furies of their Imperial weapons. Inside the largest of 
the six Imperial Star Destroyers, Darth Vader sat alone in a small 
spherical room. A single shaft of light gleamed on his black 
helmet as he sat motionless in his raised meditation chamber. 

As General Veers approached, the sphere opened slowly, the 
upper half lifting like a jagged-toothed mechanical jaw. To Veers, 
the dark figure seated inside the mouthlike cocoon hardly seemed 
alive, though a powerful aura of sheer evil emanated from him, 
sending a chilling fear through the officer. 

Uncertain of his own courage, Veers took a step forward. He 
had a message to deliver but felt prepared to wait for hours if 
necessary rather than disturb Vader’s meditation. 

But Vader spoke immediately. “What is it, Veers?” 

“My lord,” the general replied, choosing each word with care, 
“the fleet has moved out of light-speed. Com-Scan has detected an 
energy field protecting an area of the sixth planet in the Hoth 
system. The field is strong enough to deflect any bombardment.” 

Vader stood, rising to his full two-meter height, his cloak 
swaying against the floor. “So, the Rebel scum are alerted to our 


presence.” Furious, he clenched his black-gloved hands into fists. 
“Admiral Ozzel came out of light-speed too close to the system.” 

“He felt surprise was a wiser—” 

“He’s as clumsy as he is stupid,” Vader cut in, breathing 
heavily. “A clean bombardment is impossible through their 
energy field. Prepare your troops for a surface attack.” 

With military precision, General Veers turned and marched out 
of the meditation room, leaving behind an enraged Darth Vader. 
Alone in the chamber, Vader activated a large viewscreen that 
showed a brightly lit image of his Star Destroyer’s vast bridge. 

Admiral Ozzel, responding to Vader’s summons, stepped 
forward, his face almost filling the Dark Lord’s monitor screen. 
There was trepidation in Ozzel’s voice when he announced, “Lord 
Vader, the fleet has moved out of lightspeed—” 

But Vader’s reply was addressed to the officer standing slightly 
behind Ozzel. “Captain Piett.” 

Knowing better than to delay, Captain Piett stepped forward 
instantly as the admiral staggered back a step, his hand 
automatically reaching for his throat. 

“Yes, my lord,” Piett answered respectfully. 

Ozzel began to gag now as his throat, as if in the grip of 
invisible talons, began to constrict. 

“Make ready to land assault troops beyond the energy field,” 
Vader ordered. “Then deploy the fleet so that nothing can get off 
that planet. You’re in command now, Admiral Piett.” 

Piett was simultaneously pleased and unsettled by this news. As 
he turned to carry out the orders, he saw a figure that might 
someday be himself. Ozzel’s face was hideously contorted as he 
fought for one final breath of air; then he dropped into a dead 
heap on the floor. 


The Empire had entered the system of Hoth. 


Rebel troops rushed to their alert stations as the warning 
alarms wailed through the ice tunnels. Ground crews and droids 
of all sizes and makes hurried to perform their assigned duties, 
responding efficiently to the impending Imperial threat. 

The armored snowspeeders were fueled as they waited in 
attack formation to blast out of the main cavern entranceway. 
Meanwhile, in the hangar, Princess Leia was addressing a small 


band of Rebel fighter pilots. “The large transport ships will leave 
as soon as they’re loaded. Only two fighter escorts per ship. The 
energy shield can only be opened for a split second, so you'll 
have to stay very close to the transports.” 

Hobbie, a Rebel veteran of many battles, looked at the princess 
with concern. “Two fighters against a Star Destroyer?” 

“The ion cannon will fire several blasts which should destroy 
any ships in your flight path,” Leia explained. “When you clear 
the energy shield, you will proceed to the rendezvous point. Good 
luck.” 

Somewhat reassured, Hobbie and the other pilots raced toward 
their fighter cockpits. 

Meanwhile, Han was working frantically to complete welding a 
lifter on the Millennium Falcon. Finishing quickly, he hopped to 
the hangar floor and switched on his comlink. “All right, 
Chewie,” he said to the hairy figure seated at the Falcon’s 
controls, “give it a try.” 

Just then Leia walked past, throwing him an angry look. Han 
looked at her smugly while the freighter’s lifters began to rise off 
the floor, whereupon the right lifter began to shake erratically, 
then broke partially loose to swing back down again with an 
embarrassing crash. 

He turned away from Leia, catching only a glimpse of her face 
as she mockingly raised an eyebrow. 

“Hold it, Chewie,” Han grunted into his small transmitter. 


The Avenger, one of the Imperial armada’s wedgelike Star 
Destroyers, hovered like a mechanized death angel in the sea of 
stars outside the Hoth system. As the colossal ship began to move 
closer to the ice world, the planet became clearly visible through 
the windows which stretched 100 meters or more across the huge 
bridge of the warship. 


Captain Needa, commander of the Avenger’s crew, gazed out a 
main port looking at the planet, when a controller came up to 
him. “Sir, Rebel ship coming into our sector.” 

“Good,” Needa replied with a gleam in his eyes. “Our first 
catch of the day.” 


“Their first target will be the power generators,” General 
Rieekan told the princess. 


“First transport Three Zone approaching shield,” one of the 
Rebel controllers said, tracking a bright image that could only be 
an Imperial Star Destroyer. 

“Prepare to open shield,” a radarman ordered. 

“Stand by, Ion Control,” another controller said. 

A giant metal globe on Hoth’s icy surface rotated into position 
and angled its great turret gun upward. 

“Fire!” came the order from General Rieekan. 

Suddenly two red beams of destructive energy were released 
into the cold skies. The beams almost immediately overtook the 
first of the racing Rebel transport craft, and sped on a direct 
course toward the huge Star Destroyer. 

The twin red bolts struck the enormous ship and blasted its 
conning tower. Explosions set off by the blast began to rock the 
great flying fortress, spinning it out of control. The Star Destroyer 
plunged into deep space as the Rebel transport and its two fighter 
escorts streaked off to safety. 


Luke Skywalker, preparing to depart, pulled on his heavy- 
weather gear and watched the pilots, gunners, and R2 units 
hurrying to complete their tasks. He started toward the row of 
snowspeeders that awaited him. On his way, the young 
commander paused at the tail section of the Millennium Falcon, 
where Han Solo and Chewbacca were working frenetically on the 
right lifter. 


“Chewie,” Luke called, “take care of yourself. And watch over 
this guy, will ya?” 

The Wookiee barked a farewell, gave Luke a big hug, then 
turned back to his work on the lifters. 

The two friends, Luke and Han, stood looking at each other, 
perhaps for the last time. 

“T hope you make your peace with Jabba,” Luke said at last. 

“Give ’em hell, kid,” the Corellian responded lightly. 

The young commander began to walk away as memories of 
exploits shared with Han rushed to his mind. He stopped and 
looked back at the Falcon, and saw his friend still staring after 
him. As they gazed at each other for a brief moment, Chewbacca 


looked up and knew that each was wishing the other the best, 
wherever their individual fates might take them. 

The public address system broke in on their thoughts. “First 
transport is clear,” a Rebel announcer proclaimed the good news. 

At the announcement, a cheer burst from those gathered in the 
hangar. Luke turned and hurried over to his snowspeeder. When 
he reached it, Dack, his fresh-faced young gunner, was standing 
outside the ship waiting for him. 

“How are you feeling, sir?” Dack asked enthusiastically. 

“Like new, Dack. How about you?” 

Dack beamed. “Right now I feel like I could take on the whole 
Empire myself.” 

“Yeah,” Luke said quietly, “I know what you mean.” Though 
there were only a few years between them, at that moment Luke 
felt centuries older. 

Princess Leia’s voice came over the address system: “Attention, 
speeder pilots ...on the withdrawal signal assemble at South 
Slope. Your fighters are being prepared for takeoff. Code One 
Five will be transmitted when evacuation is complete.” 

Threepio and Artoo stood amid the rapidly moving personnel 
as the pilots readied for departure. The golden droid tilted 
slightly as he turned his sensors on the little R2 robot. The 
shadows playing over Threepio’s face gave the illusion that his 
faceplate had lengthened into a frown. “Why is it,” he asked, 
“when things seem to get settled, everything falls apart?” Leaning 
forward, he gently patted the other droid’s hull. “Take good care 
of Master Luke. And take good care of yourself.” 

Artoo whistled and tooted a good-bye, then turned to roll down 
the ice corridor. Waving stiffly, Threepio watched as his stout and 
faithful friend moved away. 

To an observer, it may have seemed that Threepio grew misty- 
eyed, but then it wasn’t the first time he had gotten a drop of oil 
clogged before his optical sensors. 

Finally turning, the human-shaped robot moved off in the 
opposite direction. 


O V 


NO one on Hoth heard the sound. At first, it was simply too 
distant to carry above the whining winds. Besides, the Rebel 
troopers, fighting the cold as they prepared for battle, were too 
busy to really listen. 

In the snow trenches, Rebel officers screamed out their orders 
to make themselves heard above the gale-force winds. Troopers 
hurried to carry out their commands, running through the snow 
with heavy bazookalike weapons on their shoulders, and lodging 
those death rays along the icy rims of the trenches. 

The Rebel power generators near the gun towers began 
popping, buzzing, and crackling with deafening bursts of 
electrical power—enough to supply the vast underground 
complex. But above all this activity and noise a strange sound 
could be heard, an ominous thumping that was coming nearer 
and was beginning to shake the frozen ground. When it was close 
enough to attract the attention of an officer, he strained to see 
through the storm, looking for the source of the heavy, rhythmic 
pounding. Other men looked up from their work and saw what 
looked like a number of moving specks. Through the blizzard, the 
small dots seemed to be advancing at a slow yet steady pace, 
churning up clouds of snow as they moved toward the Rebel 


base. 

The officer raised his electrobinoculars and focused on the 
approaching objects. There must have been a dozen of them 
resolutely advancing through the snow, looking like creatures out 
of some uncharted past. But they were machines, each of them 
stalking like enormous ungulates on four jointed legs. 

Walkers! 

With a shock of recognition, the officer identified the Empire’s 
All Terrain Armored Transports. Each machine was formidably 
armed with cannons placed on its fore-side like the horns of some 
prehistoric beast. Moving like mechanized pachyderms, the 
walkers emitted deadly fire from their turnstile guns and 
cannons. 

The officer grabbed his comlink. “Rogue Leader ... Incoming! 
Point Zero Three.” 

“Echo Station Five-Seven, we’re on our way.” 

Even as Luke Skywalker replied, an explosion sprayed ice and 
snow around the officer and his terror-struck men. The walkers 
already had them within range. The troopers knew their job was 
to divert attention while the transport ships were launched, but 
none of the Rebel soldiers was prepared to die under the feet or 
weapons of these horrible machines. 

Brilliant billows of orange and yellow flames exploded from the 
walker guns. Nervously the Rebel troopers aimed their weapons 
at the walkers, each soldier feeling icy, unseen fingers pierce his 
body. 

Of the twelve snowspeeders, four took the lead, soaring at full 
throttle as they moved toward the enemy. One All Terrain 
Armored Transport machine fired, barely missing the banking 
craft. A burst of gunfire blew another speeder into a ball of 
flaming oblivion that lit up the sky. 

Luke saw the explosion of his squadron’s first casualty as he 
looked from his cockpit window. Angrily, Luke fired his ship’s 
guns at a walker, only to receive a hail of Imperial fire power that 
shook his speeder in a barrage of flak. 

Regaining control of his ship, Luke was joined by another 
snowspeeder, Rogue Three. They swarmed like insects around the 
relentlessly stomping walkers, as other speeders continued to 
exchange fire with the Imperial assault machines. Rogue Leader 
and Rogue Three flitted alongside the lead walker, then moved 


away from each other, both banking to the right. 

Luke saw the horizon tilt as he maneuvered his speeder 
between the walker’s jointed legs and soared out from under the 
monster machine. Bringing his speeder back to horizontal flight, 
the young commander contacted his companion ship. “Rogue 
Leader to Rogue Three.” 

“Copy, Rogue Leader,” acknowledged Wedge, the pilot of 
Rogue Three. 

“Wedge,” Luke called into his comlink, “split your squad into 
pairs.” Luke’s snowspeeder then banked and turned, while 
Wedge’s ship moved off in the opposite direction with another 
Rebel craft. 

The walkers, firing all cannons, continued their march across 
the snow. Inside one of the assault machines two Imperial pilots 
had spotted the Rebel guns, conspicuous against the white field. 
The pilots began to maneuver the walker toward the guns when 
they noticed a lone snowspeeder making a reckless charge 
directly toward their main viewport, guns blazing. A huge 
explosion flashed outside the impenetrable window and 
dissipated as the snowspeeder, roaring through the smoke, 
disappeared overhead. 

As Luke soared up and away from the walker, he looked back. 
“That armor is too strong for blasters,” he thought. “There must 
be some other way of attacking these horrors; something other 
than fire power.” For a moment Luke thought of some of the 
simple tactics a farm boy might employ against a wild beast. 
Then, turning his snowspeeder for yet another run against the 
walkers, he made a decision. 

“Rogue group,” he called into his comlink, “use your harpoons 
and tow cables. Go for the legs. It’s our only hope of stopping 
them. Hobbie, are you still with me?” 

The reassuring voice immediately responded. “Yes, sir.” 

“Well, stick close now.” 

As he leveled his ship, Luke was grimly determined to glide in 
tight formation with Hobbie. Together they veered, dropping 
nearer Hoth’s surface. 

In Luke’s cockpit, his gunner, Dack, was jostled by the abrupt 
movement of the craft. Trying to keep his grip on the Rebel 
harpoon gun in his hand, he shouted, “Whoea! Luke, I can’t seem 
to find my restraints.” 


Explosions rocked Luke’s ship, tossing it about violently in the 
enveloping flak. Through the window he could see another 
walker that appeared to be unaffected by the full fire power of 
the Rebel attack speeders. This lumbering machine now became 
Luke’s target as he flew, moving in a descending arc. The walker 
was firing directly at him, creating a wall of laser bolts and flak. 

“Just hang on, Dack,” he yelled over the explosions, “and get 
ready to fire that tow cable!” 

Another great blast shook Luke’s snowspeeder. He fought to 
regain control as the ship wobbled in its flight. Luke began to 
sweat profusely, despite the cold, as he desperately attempted to 
right his plunging ship. But the horizon still spun in front of him. 

“Stand by, Dack. We’re almost there. Are you okay?” 

Dack didn’t answer. Luke managed to turn and saw that 
Hobbie’s speeder was maintaining its course next to him as they 
evaded the explosions bursting around them. He craned his head 
around and saw Dack, blood streaming from his forehead, 
slumped against the controls. 

“Dack!” 

On the ground, the gun towers near the Rebel power generators 
blasted away at the walking Imperial machines, but with no 
apparent effect. Imperial weapons bombarded the area all around 
them, blasting the snow skyward, almost blinding their human 
targets with the continuous onslaught. The officer who had first 
seen the incredible machines and fought alongside his men was 
one of the first to be cut down by a walker’s body-ripping rays. 
Troops rushed to his aid, but couldn’t save him; too much of his 
blood had already spilled, making a scarlet stain against the 
snow. 

More Rebel fire power blasted from one of the dishlike guns 
that had been erected near the power generators. Despite these 
tremendous explosions, the walkers continued to march. Another 
speeder made a heroic dive between a pair of the walkers, only to 
be caught by fire from one of the machines that exploded it into a 
great ball of rippling flames. 

The surface explosions made the walls of the ice hangar 
tremble, causing deep cracks to spread. 

Han Solo and Chewbacca were working frantically to complete 
their welding job. As they worked, it became obvious that the 
widening cracks would soon bring the entire ice ceiling smashing 


down upon them. 

“First chance we get,” Han said, “we’re giving this crate a 
complete overhaul.” But he knew that first he would have to get 
the Millennium Falcon out of this white hell. 

Even as he and the Wookiee labored on the ship, enormous 
pieces of ice, broken loose by the explosions, came tumbling 
down throughout the underground base. Princess Leia moved 
quickly, trying to avoid the falling frozen chunks, as she sought 
shelter in the Rebel command center. 

“Pm not sure we can protect two transports at a time,” General 
Rieekan told her as she entered the chamber. 

“Its risky,” she answered, “but our holding action is faltering.” 
Leia realized that the transport launchings were taking too much 
time and that the procedure had to be hastened. 

Rieekan issued a command through his comlink. “Launch 
patrol, proceed with accelerated departures ...” 

As the general gave his order, Leia looked toward an aide and 
said, “Begin clearing the remaining ground staff.” But she knew 
that their escape depended completely on Rebel success in the on- 
going battle above. 


Inside the cold and cramped cockpit of the lead Imperial 
walker, General Veers moved between his snow-suited pilots. 
“What is the distance to the power generators?” 

Without looking away from the control panel, one of the pilots 
replied, “Six-four-one.” 

Satisfied, General Veers reached for an electrotelescope and 
peered through the viewfinder to focus on the bullet-shaped 
power generators and the Rebel soldiers fighting to save them. 
Suddenly the walker began to rock violently under a barrage of 
Rebel gunfire. As he was propelled backward, Veers saw his pilots 
scrambling over the controls to keep the machine from toppling 
over. 


The Rogue Three snowspeeder had just attacked the lead 
walker. Its pilot, Wedge, hooted with a loud Rebel shout of 
victory as he saw the damage his guns had caused. 


Other snowspeeders passed Wedge, racing in the opposite 
direction. He steered his craft on a direct course toward another 
walking death machine. As he approached the monster, Wedge 
shouted to his gunner, “Activate harpoon!” 

The gunner pressed the firing switch as his pilot daringly 
maneuvered their craft through the walker’s legs. Immediately 
the harpoon whooshed from the rear of the speeder, a long length 
of cable unwinding behind it. 

“Cable out!” the gunner yelled. “Let her go!” 

Wedge saw the harpoon plunge into one of the metal legs, the 
cable still connected to his snowspeeder. He checked his controls, 
then brought the speeder around in front of the Imperial 
machine. Making an abrupt turn, Wedge guided his ship around 
one of the hind legs, the cable banding around it like a metallic 
lariat. 

So far, thought Wedge, Luke’s plan was working. Now all he 
had to do was fly his speeder around to the tail end of the walker. 
Wedge caught a glimpse of Rogue Leader as he carried out the 
maneuver. 

“Cable out!” shouted the speeder’s gunner again as Wedge flew 
their craft alongside the cable-entangled walker, close to the 
metal hull. Wedge’s gunner depressed another switch and 
released the cable from the rear of the snowspeeder. 

The speeder zoomed away and Wedge laughed as he looked 
down at the results of their efforts. The walker was awkwardly 
struggling to continue on its way, but the Rebel cable had 
completely entangled its legs. Finally it leaned to one side and 
crashed against the ground, its impact stirring up a cloud of ice 
and snow. 

“Rogue Leader ... One down, Luke,” Wedge announced to the 
pilot of his companion speeder. 

“T see it, Wedge,” Commander Skywalker answered. “Good 
work.” 

In the trenches, Rebel troops cheered in triumph when they 
saw the assault machine topple. An officer leaped from his snow 
trench and signaled his men. Bolting out of the trench, he led his 
troopers in a boisterous charge against the fallen walker, reaching 
the great metallic hulk before a single Imperial soldier could pull 
himself free. 

The Rebels were about to enter the walker when it suddenly 


exploded from within, hurtling great jagged chunks of torn metal 
at them, the impact of the blast flinging the stunned troops back 
against the snow. 

Luke and Zev could see the destruction of the walker as they 
flew overhead, banking from right to left to avoid the flak 
bursting around them. When they finally leveled off, their craft 
were shaken by explosions from the walkers’ cannons. 

“Steady, Rogue Two,” Luke said, looking over at the 
snowspeeder flying parallel to his own ship. “Set harpoon. Pl 
cover for you.” 

But there was another explosion, this one damaging the front 
section of Zev’s ship. The pilot could barely see through the 
engulfing cloud of smoke that fogged his windshield. He fought to 
keep his ship on a horizontal path, but more blasts by the enemy 
made it rock violently. 

His view had become so obscured that it wasn’t until Zev was 
directly in the line of fire that he saw the massive image of 
another Imperial walker. Rogue Two’s pilot felt an instant of 
pain; then his snub-nosed craft, spewing smoke and hurtling on a 
collision course with the walker, suddenly erupted in flames amid 
a burst of cannon fire. Very little of Zev or his ship remained to 
hit the ground. 

Luke saw the disintegration and was sickened by the loss of yet 
another friend. But he couldn’t let himself dwell on his grief, 
especially now when so many other lives depended on his steady 
leadership. 

He looked around desperately, then spoke into his comlink. 
“Wedge ... Wedge ... Rogue Three. Set your harpoon and follow 
me on the next pass.” 

As he spoke, Luke was hit hard by a terrific explosion that 
ripped through his speeder. He struggled with the controls in a 
futile attempt to keep the small craft under control. A chill of fear 
swept over him when he noticed the dense twisting funnel of 
black smoke pouring from his ship’s aft section. He realized then 
that there was no way his damaged speeder could remain aloft. 
And, to make matters even worse, a walker loomed directly in his 
path. 

Luke struggled with the controls as his ship plunged toward the 
ground, leaving a trail of smoke and flames behind. By then the 
heat in the cockpit was nearly unbearable. Flames were 


beginning to leap about inside the speeder and were coming 
uncomfortably close to Luke. He finally brought his ship down to 
skid and crash into the snow just a few meters away from one of 
the walking Imperial machines. 

After impact, Luke struggled to pull himself from the cockpit 
and looked with horror at the looming figure of the approaching 
walker. 

Gathering all his strength, Luke quickly squeezed himself from 
under the twisted metal of the control board and moved up 
against the top of his cockpit. Somehow he managed to open the 
hatch halfway and climbed out of the ship. With each elephantine 
step of the oncoming walker, the speeder shook violently. Luke 
had not realized just how enormous these four-legged horrors 
were until, unprotected by the shelter of his craft, he saw one up 
close. 

Then he remembered Dack and returned to try and pull his 
friend’s lifeless form from the wrecked speeder. But Luke had to 
give up. The body was too tightly wedged in the cockpit, and the 
walker was now almost upon him. Braving the flames, Luke 
reached into his speeder and grabbed the harpoon gun. 

He gazed at the advancing mechanical behemoth and suddenly 
had an idea. He reached back inside the cockpit of the speeder 
and groped for a land mine attached to the ship’s interior. With a 
great effort he stretched his fingers and firmly grasped the mine. 

Luke leaped away from his vehicle just as the towering 
machine lifted a massive foot and planted it firmly on the 
snowspeeder, crushing it flat. 

Luke crouched underneath the walker, moving with it to avoid 
its slow steps. Raising his head, he felt the cold wind slap against 
his face as he studied the monster’s vast underbelly. 

As he ran along under the machine, Luke aimed his harpoon 
gun and fired. A powerful magnet attached to a long thin cable 
was ejected from the gun and firmly attached itself to the 
machine’s underbelly. 

Still running, Luke yanked on the cable, testing to make sure its 
strength was sufficient to sustain his weight. Then he attached the 
cable drum to the buckle of his utility belt, allowing its 
mechanism to pull him up off the ground. Now, dangling from 
the monster’s underbelly, Luke could see the remaining walkers 
and two Rebel snowspeeders continuing the battle as they soared 


through fiery explosions. 

He climbed up to the machine’s hull where he had observed a 
small hatch. Quickly cutting it open with his laser sword, Luke 
pulled open the hatch, threw in the land mine, and made a rapid 
descent along the cable. As he reached the end, Luke dropped 
hard onto the snow and became unconscious; his inert body was 
nearly crushed by one of the walker’s hind feet. 

As the walker passed over and away from him, a muffled 
explosion tore at its insides. Suddenly the tremendous bulk of the 
mechanical beast exploded at the seams, machinery and pieces of 
hull flying in every direction. The Imperial assault machine 
crumbled into a smoking, motionless heap coming to rest upon 
what remained of its four stiltlike legs. 


O VI 


THE rebel command center, its walls and ceiling still shaking and 
cracking under the force of the battle on the surface, was 
attempting to operate amid the destruction. Pipes, torn apart by 
the blasting, belched sprays of scalding steam. The white floors 
were littered with broken pieces of machinery and chunks of ice 
were scattered everywhere. Except for the distant rumblings of 
laser fire, the command center was forebodingly quiet. 

There were still Rebel personnel on duty, including Princess 
Leia, who watched the images on the few still-functioning console 
screens. She wanted to be certain that the last of the transport 
ships had slipped past the Imperial armada and were approaching 
their rendezvous point in space. 

Han Solo rushed into the command center, dodging great 
sections of the ice ceiling that came plunging down at him. One 
great chunk was followed by an avalanche of ice that poured onto 
the floor near the entrance to the chamber. Undaunted, Han 
hurried to the control board where Leia stood beside See- 
Threepio. 

“I heard the command center was hit.” Han appeared 
concerned. “Are you all right?” 

The princess nodded. She was surprised to see him there where 


the danger was severest. 

“Come on,” he urged before she could reply. “You’ve got to get 
to your ship.” 

Leia looked exhausted. She had been standing at the console 
viewscreens for hours and had participated in dispatching Rebel 
personnel to their posts. Taking her hand, Han led her from the 
chamber, with the protocol droid clacking after them. 

As they left, Leia gave one final order to the controller. “Give 
the evacuation code signal ... and get to the transport.” 

Then, as Leia, Han, and Threepio made their hasty exit from 
the command center, a voice blared from the public address 
speakers, echoing in the nearby deserted ice corridors. 
“Disengage, disengage! Begin retreat action!” 

“Come on,” Han urged, grimacing. “If you don’t get there fast, 
your ship won’t be able to take off.” 

The walls quaked even more violently than before. Ice chunks 
continued to fall throughout the underground base as the three 
hurried toward the transport ships. They had nearly reached the 
hangar where Leia’s transport ship was waiting, ready for 
departure. But as they neared the corner they found the entrance 
to the hangar completely blocked by ice and snow. 

Han knew they would have to find some other route to Leia’s 
escape ship—and quickly. He began to lead them back down the 
corridor, careful to avoid falling ice, and snapped on his comlink 
as they hurried toward the ship. “Transport C One Seven!” he 
yelled into the small microphone. “We’re coming! Hold on!” 

They were close enough to the hangar to hear Leia’s escape 
vessel preparing for lift-off from the Rebel ice base. If he could 
lead them safely just a few meters more, the princess would be 
safe and— 

The chamber suddenly quaked with a terrible noise that 
thundered through the underground base. In an instant the entire 
ceiling had crashed down in front of them, creating a solid barrier 
of ice between them and the hangar docks. They stared in shock 
at the dense white mass. 

“We’re cut off,” Han yelled into his comlink, knowing that if 
the transport were to make good its escape there could be no 
time wasted in melting down or blasting through the barricade. 
“You'll have to take off without Princess Organa.” He turned to 
her. “If we’re lucky we can still make it to the Falcon.” 


The princess and See-Threepio followed as Han dashed toward 
another chamber, hoping that the Millennium Falcon and his 
Wookiee copilot had not already been buried under an avalanche 
of ice. 


Looking out across the white battlefield, the Rebel officer 
watched the remaining snowspeeders whisking through the air 
and the last of the Imperial vehicles as they passed the wreckage 
of the exploded walker. He flipped on his comlink and heard the 
order to retreat: “Disengage, disengage. Begin retreat action.” As 
he signaled his men to move back inside the ice cavern, he 
noticed that the lead walker was still treading heavily in the 
direction of the power generators. 


In the cockpit of that assault machine, General Veers stepped 
close to the port. From this position he could clearly see the 
target below. He studied the crackling power generators and 
observed the Rebel troops defending them. 

“Point-three-point-three-point-five ...coming within range, 
sir,” reported his pilot. 

The general turned to his assault officer. “All troops will debark 
for ground assault,” Veers said. “Prepare to target the main 
generator.” 

The lead walker, flanked by two of the hulking machines, 
lurched forward, its guns blazing to scatter the retreating Rebel 
troops. 

As more laser fire came from the oncoming walkers, Rebel 
bodies and parts of Rebel bodies were flung through the air. 
Many of the soldiers who had managed to avoid the obliterating 
laser beams were crushed into unrecognizable pulp beneath the 
walkers’ stomping feet. The air was charged with the stink of 
blood and burning flesh, and thundering with the explosive 
noises of battle. 

As they fled, the few surviving Rebel soldiers glimpsed a lone 
snowspeeder as it retreated in the distance, a black trail of smoke 
escaping its burning hull. 

Although the smoke rising from his crippled speeder obstructed 
his view, Hobbie could still see some of the carnage that raged on 
the ground. His wounds from a walker’s laser fire made it torture 
even to move, let alone operate the controls of his craft. But if he 


could manage to work them just long enough to return to the 
base, he might be able to find a medical robot and ... 

No, he doubted he would survive even that long. He was dying 
—of that he was now certain—and the men in the trench would 
soon be dead, too, unless something were done to save them. 


k*k 


General Veers, proudly transmitting his report to Imperial 
headquarters, was totally unaware of Rogue Fours approach. 
“Yes, Lord Vader, I’ve reached the main power generators. The 
shield will be down in moments. You may commence your 
landing.” 

As he ended his transmission, General Veers reached for the 
electrorangefinder and looked through the eyepiece to line up the 
main power generators. Electronic crosshairs aligned according to 
the information from the walker’s computers. Then suddenly the 
readouts on the small monitor screens mysteriously vanished. 

Confounded, General Veers moved away from the eyepiece of 
the electrorangefinder and turned instinctively toward a cockpit 
window. He flinched in terror at seeing a smoking projectile 
heading on a direct course toward his walker’s cockpit. 

The other pilots also saw the hurtling speeder, and knew that 
there was no time to turn the massive assault machine. “He’s 
going to—” one of the pilots began. 

At that instant, Hobbie’s burning ship crashed through the 
walker cockpit like a manned bomb, its fuel igniting into a 
cascade of flame and debris. For a second there were human 
screams, then fragments, and the entire machine crashed to the 
ground. 


Perhaps it was the sound of this nearby blast that jarred Luke 
Skywalker back to consciousness. Dazed, he slowly lifted his head 
from the snow. He felt very weak and was achingly stiff with 
cold. The thought crossed his mind that frostbite might already 
have damaged his tissues. He hoped not; he had no desire to 
spend any more time in that sticky bacta fluid. 


He tried to stand, but fell back against the snow, hoping he 
would not be spotted by any of the walker pilots. His comlink 


whistled, and somehow he found the strength to flick on its 
receiver. 

“Forward units’ withdrawal complete,” the broadcast voice 
reported. 

Withdrawal? Luke thought a moment. Then Leia and the others 
must have escaped! Luke suddenly felt that all the fighting and 
the deaths of loyal Rebel personnel had not been for nothing. A 
warmth rushed through his body, and he gathered his strength to 
rise and begin making the long trek back toward a distant 
formation of ice. 


Another explosion rocked the Rebel hangar deck, cracking the 
ceiling and almost burying the docked Millennium Falcon in a 
mound of ice. At any moment the entire ceiling might cave in. 
The only safe place in the hangar seemed to be underneath the 
ship itself where Chewbacca was impatiently awaiting the return 
of his captain. The Wookiee had begun to worry. If Han did not 
return soon, the Falcon would surely be buried in a tomb of ice. 
But loyalty to his partner kept Chewie from taking off in the 
freighter alone. 


As the hangar started to tremble more violently, Chewbacca 
detected movement in the adjoining chamber. Throwing back his 
head, the shaggy giant filled the hangar with his loudest roar as 
he saw Han Solo climb over hills of ice and snow and enter the 
chamber, followed closely by Princess Leia and an obviously 
nervous See-Threepio. 


Not far from the hangar, Imperial stormtroopers, their faces 
shielded by white helmets and white snowscreens, had begun 
moving down deserted corridors. With them strode their leader, 
the dark-robed figure who surveyed the shambles that had been 
the Rebel base at Hoth. Darth Vader’s black image stood out 
starkly against the white walls, ceiling, and floor. As he moved 
through the white catacombs, he regally stepped aside to avoid a 
falling section of the ice ceiling. Then he continued on his way 
with such quick strides that his troops had to hurry to keep up. 


A low whine, rising in pitch, began to issue from the saucer- 
shaped freighter. Han Solo stood at the controls in the Millennium 
Falcon’s cockpit, at last feeling at home. He quickly flipped one 
switch after another, expecting to see the board flash its familiar 
mosaic of light; but only some of the lights were working. 


Chewbacca had also noticed something amiss and barked with 
concern as Leia examined a gauge that seemed to be 
malfunctioning. 

“How’s that, Chewie?” asked Han anxiously. 

The Wookiee’s bark was distinctly negative. 

“Would it help if I got out and pushed?” snapped Princess Leia, 
who was beginning to wonder if it were the Corellian’s spit that 
held the ship together. 

“Don’t worry, Your Holiness. I’ll get it started.” 

See-Threepio clanked into the hold and, gesturing, tried to get 
Han’s attention. “Sir,” the robot volunteered, “I was wondering if 
I might—” But his scanners read the scowl on the face staring at 
him. “It can wait,” he concluded. 

Imperial stormtroopers, accompanied by the rapidly moving 
Darth Vader, thundered through the ice corridors of the Rebel 
base. Their pace quickened as they rushed in the direction of the 
low whine coming from the ion engines. Vader’s body tensed 
slightly as, entering the hangar, he perceived the familiar saucer- 
shaped form of the Millennium Falcon. 

Within the battered freighter ship, Han Solo and Chewbacca 
were trying desperately to get the craft moving. 

“This bucket of bolts is never going to get us past that 
blockade,” Princess Leia complained. 

Han pretended that he didn’t hear her. Instead, he checked the 
Falcon’s controls and struggled to keep his patience even though 
his companion had so obviously lost hers. He flipped switches on 
the control console, ignoring the princess’s look of disdain. 
Clearly, she doubted that this assemblage of spare parts and 
welded hunks of scrap metal would hold together even if they did 
manage to get beyond the blockade. 

Han pushed a button on the intercom. “Chewie ... come on!” 
Then, winking at Leia, he said, “This baby’s still got a few 
surprises left in her.” 

“TIl be surprised if we start moving.” 

Before Han could make a carefully honed retort, the Falcon was 


jolted by a blast of Imperial laser fire that flashed outside the 
cockpit window. They could all see the squad of Imperial 
stormtroopers rushing with drawn weapons into the far end of 
the ice hangar. Han knew that the Falcon’s dented hull might 
resist the force of those hand weapons, but would be destroyed 
by the more powerful bazooka-shaped weapon that two of the 
Imperial troopers were hurriedly setting up. 

“Chewie!” Han yelled as he quickly strapped himself into his 
pilot’s chair. Meanwhile, a somewhat subdued young woman 
seated herself in the navigator’s chair. 

Outside the Millennium Falcon, stormtroopers worked with 
military efficiency to set up their enormous gun. Behind them the 
hangar doors began to open. One of the Falcon’s powerful laser 
weapons appeared from the hull and swung about, aiming 
directly at the stormtroopers. 

Han moved urgently to block the Imperial soldiers’ efforts. 
Without hesitation he released a deadly blast from the powerful 
laser weapon he had aimed at the stormtroopers. The explosion 
scattered their armored bodies all over the hangar. 

Chewbacca dashed into the cockpit. 

“We'll just have to switch over,” Han announced, “and hope for 
the best.” 

The Wookiee hurled his hairy bulk into the copilot’s seat as yet 
another laser blast erupted outside the window next to him. He 
yelled indignantly, then yanked back on the controls to bring the 
welcome roar of engine fire from deep inside the Falcon. 

The Corellian grinned at the princess, a gleeful I-told-you-so 
gleam in his eyes. 

“Someday,” she said with mild disgust, “you’re going to be 
wrong, and I just hope I’m there to see it.” 

Han just smiled then turned to his copilot. “Punch it!” he 
shouted. 

The huge freighter’s engines roared. And everything behind the 
craft instantly melted in the fiery exhaust billowing from its 
tailpiece. Chewbacca furiously worked the controls, watching out 
of the corner of his eyes the ice walls rushing past as the freighter 
blasted away. 

At the last moment, just before takeoff, Han caught a glimpse 
of additional stormtroopers running into the hangar. In their 
wake strode a foreboding giant clad entirely in black. Then there 


was only the blue and the beckoning of billions of stars. 

As the Millennium Falcon soared from the hangar, its flight was 
detected by Commander Luke Skywalker, who turned to smile at 
Wedge and his gunner. “At least Han got away.” The three then 
trudged along to their waiting X-wing fighter ships. When they 
finally reached them, they shook hands and moved off toward 
their separate vehicles. 

“Good luck, Luke,” Wedge said as they parted. “See you at the 
rendezvous.” 

Luke waved and began to walk toward his X-wing. Standing 
there amid the mountains of ice and snow, he was overcome by a 
surge of loneliness. He felt desperately alone now that even Han 
was gone. Worse than that, Princess Leia was also somewhere 
else; she might just as well be an entire universe away ... 

Then out of nowhere a familiar whistle greeted Luke. 

“Artoo!” he exclaimed. “Is that you?” 

Sitting snugly in the socket that had been installed for these 
helpful R2 units was the little barrel-shaped droid, his head 
peeking from the top of the ship. Artoo had scanned the 
approaching figure and had whistled with relief when his 
computers informed him it was Luke. The young commander was 
equally relieved to reencounter the robot that had accompanied 
him on so many of his previous adventures. 

As he climbed into the cockpit and seated himself behind the 
controls, Luke could hear the sound of Wedge’s fighter roaring 
into the sky toward the Rebel rendezvous point. “Activate the 
power and stop worrying. We’ll soon be airborne,” Luke said in 
response to Artoo’s nervous beeping. 

His was the last Rebel ship to abandon what had, for a very 
brief time, been a secret outpost in the revolution against the 
tyranny of the Empire. 


Darth Vader, a raven specter, quickly strode through the ruins 
of the Rebel ice fortress, forcing his accompanying men into a 
brisk jog to keep up. As they moved through the corridors, 
Admiral Piett rushed up to overtake his master. 

“Seventeen ships destroyed,” he reported to the Dark Lord. “We 
don’t know how many got away.” 

Without turning his head, Vader snarled through his mask, 


“The Millennium Falcon?” 

Piett paused a moment before replying. He would have 
preferred to avoid that issue. “Our tracking scanners are on it 
now,” he responded a bit fearfully. 

Vader turned to face the admiral, his towering figure looming 
over the frightened officer. Piett felt a chill course through his 
veins, and when the Dark Lord spoke again his voice conveyed an 
image of the dreadful fate that would be inflicted if his 
commands were not executed. 

“T want that ship,” he hissed. 
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The ice planet was rapidly shrinking to a point of dim light as 
the Millennium Falcon sped into space. Soon that planet seemed 
nothing more than one of the billions of light specks scattered 
throughout the black void. 

But the Falcon was not alone in its escape into deep space. 
Rather, it was followed by an Imperial fleet that included the 
Avenger Star Destroyer and a half-dozen TIE fighters. The fighters 
moved ahead of the huge, slower-moving Destroyer, and closed in 
on the fleeing Millennium Falcon. 

Chewbacca howled over the roar of the Falcon’s engines. The 
ship was beginning to lurch with the buffeting flak blasted at it 
by the fighters. 

“I know, I know, I see them,” Han shouted. It was taking 
everything he had to maintain control of the ship. 

“See what?” Leia asked. 

Han pointed out the window at two very bright objects. 

“Two more Star Destroyers, and they’re heading right at us.” 

“Pm glad you said there was going to be no problem,” she 
commented with more than a touch of sarcasm, “or I’d be 
worried.” 

The ship rocked under the steady fire from the TIE fighters, 
making it difficult for Threepio to maintain his balance as he 
returned to the cockpit. His metal skin bumped and banged 
against the walls as he approached Han. “Sir,” he began 
tentatively, “I was wondering ...” 

Han Solo shot him a threatening glance. “Either shut up or shut 
down,” Han warned the robot, who immediately did the former. 


Still struggling with the controls to keep the Millennium Falcon 
on course, the pilot turned to the Wookiee. “Chewie, how’s the 
deflector shield holding up?” 

The copilot adjusted an overhead switch and barked a reply 
that Solo interpreted as positive. 

“Good,” said Han. “At sublight, they may be faster, but we can 
still out-maneuver them. Hold on!” Suddenly the Corellian shifted 
his ship’s course. 

The two Imperial Star Destroyers had come almost within firing 
range of the Falcon as they loomed ahead; the pursuing TIE 
fighters and the Avenger were also dangerously close. Han felt he 
had no choice but to take the Falcon into a ninety-degree dive. 

Leia and Chewbacca felt their stomachs leap into their throats 
as the Falcon executed its steep dive. Poor Threepio quickly had 
to alter his inner mechanisms if he wanted to remain on his 
metallic feet. 

Han realized that his crew might think he was some kind of 
lunatic star jockey, pushing his ship on this madman’s course. But 
he had a strategy in mind. With the Falcon no longer between 
them, the two Star Destroyers were now on a direct collision 
course with the Avenger. All he had to do was sit back and watch. 

Alarms blared through the interiors of all three Star Destroyers. 
These ponderously massive ships could not respond quickly 
enough to such emergencies. Sluggishly one of the Destroyers 
began to move to the left in its effort to avoid collision with the 
Avenger. Unfortunately, as it veered, it brushed its companion 
ship, violently shaking up both spaceborne fortresses. The 
damaged Destroyers began to drift through space, while the 
Avenger continued in pursuit of the Millennium Falcon and its 
obviously insane pilot. 

Two down, Han thought. There was still a quartet of TIE 
fighters tailing the Falcon, blasting at its stern with full laser fire, 
but Han thought he could outstrip them. The ship was buffeted 
violently by the fighters’ laser blasts, forcing Leia to hold on in a 
desperate attempt to keep her seat. 

“That slowed them down a bit!” Han exulted. “Chewie, stand 
by to make the jump to lightspeed.” There was not a moment to 
waste—the laser attack was intense now, and the TIE fighters 
were almost on top of them. 

“They’re very close,” Leia warned, finally able to speak. 


Han looked at her with a wicked glint in his eyes. “Oh, yeah? 
Watch this.” 

He threw the hyperspace throttle forward, desperate to escape, 
but also eager to impress the princess with both his own 
cleverness and his ship’s fantastic power. Nothing happened! The 
stars that should by then have been mere blurs of light were still. 
Something was definitely wrong. 

“Watch what?” Leia asked impatiently. 

Instead of responding, Han worked the lightspeed controls a 
second time. Again, nothing. “I think we’re in trouble,” he 
muttered. His throat tightened. He knew “trouble” was a gross 
understatement. 

“If I may say so, sir,” Threepio volunteered, “I noticed earlier 
that the entire main para-light system seemed to have been 
damaged.” 

Chewbacca threw back his head and let out a loud and 
miserable wail. 

“We're in trouble!” Han repeated. 

All around them, the laser attack had increased violently. The 
Millennium Falcon could only continue at its maximum sublight 
velocity as it moved deeper into space, closely followed by a 
swarm of TIE fighters and one gigantic Imperial Star Destroyer. 


O Vil 


THE double sets of wings on Luke Skywalker’s X-wing fighter 
were pulled together to form one wing as the small, sleek craft 
streaked away from the planet of snow and ice. 

During his flight, the young commander had time to reflect on 
the events of the past few days. He now had time to ponder the 
enigmatic words of the ghostly Ben Kenobi and think about his 
friendship with Han Solo, and also consider his tenuous 
relationship with Leia Organa. As he thought of the people he 
cared most about, he arrived at a sudden decision. Gazing back 
one last time at the small icy planet, he told himself there was no 
longer any turning back. 

Luke flipped a number of switches on his control board and 
took the X-wing into a steep turn. He watched the heavens shift 
as he rocketed off in a new direction, flying at top velocity. He 
was bringing his craft back onto an even course when Artoo, still 
snug in his specially designed socket, began to whistle and beep. 

The miniature computer installed in Luke’s ship for translating 
the droid’s language flashed the small droid’s message onto a 
control panel viewscreen. 

“There’s nothing wrong, Artoo,” Luke replied after reading the 
translation. “I’m just setting a new course.” 


The small droid beeped excitedly, and Luke turned to read the 
updated printout on the viewscreen. 

“No,” Luke replied, “we’re not going to regroup with the 
others.” 

This news startled Artoo, who immediately emitted a series of 
galvanic noises. 

“We’re going to the Dagobah system,” answered Luke. 

Again the robot beeped, calculating the amount of fuel carried 
by the X-wing. 

“We have enough power.” 

Artoo gave vent to a longer, singsong series of toots and 
whistles. 

“They don’t need us there,” said Luke to the droid’s question 
about the planned Rebel rendezvous. 

Artoo then gently beeped a reminder about Princess Leia’s 
order. Exasperated, the young pilot exclaimed, “I’m 
countermanding that order! Now, be still.” 

The little droid fell silent. Luke was, after all, a commander in 
the Rebel Alliance and, as such, could countermand orders. He 
was making a few minor adjustments on the controls when Artoo 
chirped up again. 

“Yes, Artoo,” sighed Luke. 

This time the droid made a series of soft noises, selecting each 
beep and whistle carefully. He did not want to annoy Luke, but 
the findings on his computer were important enough to report. 

“Yes, Artoo, I know the Dagobah system doesn’t appear on any 
of our navigational charts. But don’t worry. It’s there.” 

Another worried beep from the R2 unit. 

“Pm very sure,” the youth said, trying to reassure his 
mechanical companion. “Trust me.” 

Whether or not Artoo did trust the human being at the X-wing’s 
controls, he only vented a meek little sigh. For a moment he was 
completely silent, as if thinking. Then he beeped again. 

“Yes, Artoo?” 

This communication from the robot was even more carefully 
put forth than before—one might even call the whistle-sentences 
tactful. It seemed Artoo had no intention of offending the human 
to whom he had entrusted himself. But wasn’t it possible, the 
robot calculated, that the human’s brain was slightly 
malfunctioning? After all, he had lain a long time in the 


snowdrifts of Hoth. Or, another possibility computed by Artoo, 
perhaps the Wampa Ice Creature had struck him more seriously 
than Too-Onebee had diagnosed?... 

“No,” Luke answered, “no headache. I feel fine. Why?” 

Artoo’s chirp was coyly innocent. 

“No dizziness, no drowsiness. Even the scars are gone.” 

The next whistle rose questioningly in pitch. 

“No, that’s all right, Artoo. Pd rather keep it on manual control 
for a while.” 

Then the stout robot delivered a final whimper that sounded to 
Luke like a noise of defeat. Luke was amused by the droid’s 
concern for his health. “Trust me, Artoo,” Luke said with a gentle 
smile. “I know where I’m going and Pll get us there safely. It’s not 
far.” 


Han Solo was desperate now. The Falcon had still not been able 
to shrug off the four TIE fighters or the enormous Star Destroyer 
that pursued it. 


Solo raced down to the ship’s hold and began to work 
frantically on repairing the malfunctioning hyperdrive unit. It 
was all but impossible to carry out the delicate repair work 
necessary while the Falcon shook with each blast of flak from the 
fighters. 

Han snapped orders at his copilot, who checked the 
mechanisms as he was commanded. “Horizontal booster.” 

The Wookiee barked. It looked fine to him. 

“Alluvial damper.” 

Another bark. That part was also in place. 

“Chewie, get me the hydrospanners.” 

Chewbacca rushed over to the pit with the tools. Han grabbed 
the spanners, then paused and looked at his faithful Wookiee 
friend. 

“I don’t know how we’re going to get out of this one,” he 
confided. 

Just then a resounding thump hit the Falcon’s side, making the 
ship pitch and turn radically. 

Chewbacca barked anxiously. 

Han braced himself at the impact, the hydrospanners flew from 
his hand. When he managed to regain his balance, he shouted at 


Chewbacca over the noise, “That was no laser blast! Something 
hit us!” 

“Han ... Han...” Princess Leia called to him from the cockpit. 
She was frantic. “Get up here!” 

Like a shot, he lurched out of the hold and raced back to the 
cockpit with Chewbacca. They were stunned by what they saw 
through the windows. 

“Asteroids!” 

Enormous chunks of flying rock hurtled through space as far as 
they could see. As if those damn Imperial pursuit ships weren’t 
trouble enough! 

Han instantly returned to his pilot’s seat, once more taking over 
the Falcon’s controls. His copilot settled himself back into his own 
seat just as a particularly large asteroid sped by the prow of the 
ship. 

Han felt he had to stay as calm as possible; otherwise they 
might not last more than a few moments. “Chewie,” he ordered, 
“set two-seven-one.” 

Leia gasped. She knew what Han’s order meant and was 
stunned by so reckless a plan. “You’re not thinking of heading 
into the asteroid field?” she asked, hoping she had misunderstood 
his command. 

“Don’t worry, they won’t follow us through this!” he shouted 
with glee. 

“If I might remind you, sir,” Threepio offered, trying to be a 
rational influence, “the possibility of successfully navigating 
through an asteroid field is approximately two thousand four 
hundred and sixty-seven to one.” 

No one seemed to hear him. 

Princess Leia scowled. “You don’t have to do this to impress 
me,” she said, as the Falcon was pummeled hard by another 
asteroid. 

Han was enjoying himself enormously and chose to ignore her 
insinuations. “Hang on, sweetheart,” he laughed, grasping the 
controls more tightly. “We’re gonna do some flyin’.” 

Leia winced and, resigned, buckled herself firmly into her seat. 

See-Threepio, still muttering calculations, shut down his 
synthesized human voice when the Wookiee turned and growled 
at him. 

But Han concentrated only on carrying out his plan. He knew it 


would work; it had to—there was no other choice. Flying more 
on instinct than on instruments, he steered his ship through the 
relentless rain of stone. Glancing quickly at his scanner screens, 
he saw that the TIE fighters and the Avenger had not yet 
abandoned the chase. It would be an Imperial funeral, he 
thought, as he maneuvered the Falcon through the asteroid hail. 

He looked at another viewscreen and smiled as it showed a 
collision between an asteroid and a TIE fighter. The explosion 
registered on the screen with a burst of light. No survivors in that 
one, Han thought. 

The TIE fighter pilots chasing the Falcon were among the best 
in the Empire. But they couldn’t compete with Han Solo. Either 
they weren’t good enough, or they weren’t crazy enough. Only a 
lunatic would have plunged his ship into a suicidal journey 
through these asteroids. Crazy or not, these pilots had no choice 
but to follow in hot pursuit. They undoubtedly would be better 
off perishing in this bombardment of rocks than reporting failure 
to their dark master. 


The greatest of all the Imperial Star Destroyers regally moved 
out of Hoth’s orbit. It was flanked by two other Star Destroyers 
and the entire group was accompanied by a protective squadron 
of smaller warships. In the central Destroyer, Admiral Piett stood 
outside Darth Vader’s private meditation chamber. The upper jaw 
slowly opened until Piett was able to glimpse his robed master 
standing in the shadows. “My lord,” Piett said with reverence. 


“Come in, Admiral.” 

Admiral Piett felt great awe as he stepped into the dimly lit 
room and approached the Dark Lord of the Sith. His master stood 
silhouetted so that Piett could just barely make out the lines of a 
set of mechanical appendages as they retracted a respirator tube 
from Vader’s head. He shuddered when he realized that he might 
be the first ever to have seen his master unmasked. 

The sight was horrifying. Vader, his back turned to Piett, was 
entirely clothed in black; but above his studded black neck band 
gleamed his naked head. Though the admiral tried to avert his 
eyes, morbid fascination forced him to look at that hairless, skull- 
like head. It was covered with a maze of thick scar tissue that 
twisted around against Vader’s corpse-pale skin. The thought 


crossed Piett’s mind that there might be a heavy price for viewing 
what no one else had seen. Just then, the robot hands grasped the 
black helmet and gently lowered it over the Dark Lord’s head. 

His helmet back in place, Darth Vader turned to hear his 
admiral’s report. 

“Our pursuit ships have sighted the Millennium Falcon, my lord. 
It has entered an asteroid field.” 

“Asteroids don’t concern me, Admiral,” Vader said as he slowly 
clenched his fist. “I want that ship, not excuses. How long until 
you will have Skywalker and the others in the Millennium 
Falcon?” 

“Soon, Lord Vader,” the admiral answered, trembling in fear. 

“Yes, Admiral ...” Darth Vader said slowly, “... soon.” 


Two gigantic asteroids hurtled toward the Millennium Falcon. Its 
pilot quickly made a daring banking maneuver that brought it 
skirring out of the path of those two asteroids, nearly to collide 
with a third. 


As the Falcon darted in and out of the asteroid field, it was 
followed closely by three Imperial TIE fighters that veered 
through the rocks in hot pursuit. Suddenly one of the three was 
fatally scraped by a shapeless chunk of rock and spun off in 
another direction, hopelessly out of control. The other two TIE 
fighters continued their chase, accompanied by the Star Destroyer 
Avenger, which was blasting speeding asteroids in its path. 

Han Solo glimpsed the pursuing ships through the windows of 
his cockpit as he spun his craft around, speeding under yet 
another oncoming asteroid, then bringing the freighter back to its 
right-side-up position. But the Millennium Falcon was not yet out 
of danger. Asteroids were still streaking past the freighter. A 
small one bounced off the ship with a loud, reverberating clang, 
terrifying Chewbacca and causing See-Threepio to cover his eye 
lenses with a bronzed hand. 

Han glanced at Leia and saw that she was sitting stone-faced as 
she stared at the swarm of asteroids. It looked to him as if she 
wished she were thousands of miles away. 

“Well,” he remarked, “you said you wanted to be around when 
I was wrong.” 

She didn’t look at him. “I take it back.” 


“That Star Destroyer is slowing down,” Han announced, 
checking his computer readings. 

“Good,” she replied shortly. 

The view outside the cockpit was still thick with racing 
asteroids. “We’re going to get pulverized if we stay out here much 
longer,” he observed. 

“Tm against that,” Leia remarked dryly. 

“We’ve got to get out of this shower.” 

“That makes sense.” 

“Tm going to get in closer to one of the big ones,” Han added. 

That did not make sense. 

“Closer!” Threepio exclaimed, throwing up his metal arms. His 
artificial brain could scarcely register what his auditory sensors 
had just perceived. 

“Closer!” Leia repeated in disbelief. 

Chewbacca stared at his pilot in amazement and barked. 

None of the three could understand why their captain, who had 
risked his life to save them all, would now try to get them killed! 
Making a few simple adjustments on the cockpit controls, Han 
swerved the Millennium Falcon between a few larger asteroids, 
then aimed the craft directly at one the size of a moon. 

A flashing shower of smaller rocks exploded against the 
enormous asteroid’s craggy surface as the Millennium Falcon, with 
the Emperor’s TIE fighters still in pursuit, flew directly above the 
asteroid. It was like skimming over the surface of a small planet, 
barren and devoid of all life. 

With expert precision, Han Solo steered his ship toward still 
another giant asteroid, the largest one they had yet encountered. 
Summoning all the skill that had made his reputation known 
throughout the galaxy, he maneuvered the Falcon so that the only 
object between it and the TIE fighters was the deadly floating 
rock. 

There was only a brief, brilliant flare of light, then nothing. The 
shattered remains of the two TIE fighters drifted away into the 
darkness and the tremendous asteroid—undeflected in its course 
—continued on its way. 

Han felt an inner glow as bright as the spectacle that had just 
lighted up the view. He smiled to himself in quiet triumph. 

Then he noticed an image on the main scope of his control 
console and nudged his hairy copilot. “There.” Han pointed to the 


image. “Chewie, get a reading on that. Looks pretty good.” 

“What is it?” Leia asked. 

The Falcon’s pilot ignored her question. “That should do 
nicely,” he said. 

As they flew near the asteroid’s surface, Han looked down at 
the craggy terrain, his eye caught by a shadowy area that looked 
like a crater of mammoth proportions. He lowered the Falcon to 
surface level and flew it directly into the crater, its bowllike walls 
suddenly rising up around his ship. 

And still two TIE fighters chased after him, firing their laser 
cannons and attempting to mimic his every maneuver. 

Han Solo knew he had to be trickier and more daring if he was 
to lose the deadly pursuit ships. Spotting a narrow chasm through 
his windscreen, he banked the Millennium Falcon to one side. The 
ship soared sideways through the high-walled rocky trench. 

Unexpectedly the two TIE fighters followed. One of them even 
sparked as it grazed the walls with its metal hull. 

Twisting, banking, and turning his ship, Han pressed through 
the narrow gorge. From behind, the black sky flared as the two 
TIE fighters crashed against one another, then exploded against 
the rocky ground. 

Han reduced his speed. He still wasn’t safe from the Imperial 
hunters. Searching about the canyon, he spotted something dark, 
a gaping cave mouth at the very bottom of the crater, large 
enough to hold the Millennium Falcon—perhaps. If not, he and his 
crew would know soon enough. 

Slowing his ship, Han coursed into the cave entrance and 
through a large tunnel, which he hoped would make the ideal 
hiding place. He took a deep breath as his ship was promptly 
devoured by the cave’s shadows. 


A tiny X-wing was approaching the atmosphere of the Dagobah 
planet. 


As he neared the planet, Luke Skywalker was able to glimpse a 
portion of its curved surface through a heavy cover of thick 
clouds. The planet was uncharted and virtually unknown. 
Somehow Luke had made his way there, though he wasn’t certain 
whether it was his hand alone that had guided his ship into this 
unexplored sector of space. 


Artoo-Detoo, riding in the back of Luke’s X-wing, scanned the 
passing stars, then addressed his remarks to Luke via the 
computer scope. 

Luke read the viewscreen interpreter. “Yes, that’s Dagobah, 
Artoo,” he answered the little robot, then glanced out the cockpit 
window as the fighter ship began to descend toward the planet’s 
surface. “Looks a little grim, doesn’t it?” 

Artoo beeped, attempting for one last time to get his master 
back on a more sensible course. 

“No,” Luke replied, “I don’t want to change my mind about 
this.” He checked the ship’s monitors and began to feel a bit 
nervous. “I’m not picking up any cities or technology. Massive 
life-form readings, though. There’s something alive down there.” 

Artoo was worried, too, and that was translated as an 
apprehensive inquiry. 

“Yes, I’m sure it’s perfectly safe for droids. Will you take it 
easy?” Luke was beginning to get annoyed. “We’ll just have to see 
what happens.” 

He heard a pathetic electronic whimper from the rear of the 
cockpit. 

“Don’t worry!” 

The X-wing sailed through the twilight halo separating pitch 
black space from the planet’s surface. Luke took a deep breath, 
then plunged his craft into the white blanket of mists. 

He couldn’t see a thing. His vision was entirely obstructed by 
the dense whiteness pressing against the canopy windows of his 
ship. His only choice was to control his X-wing solely by 
instruments. But the scopes weren’t registering anything, even as 
Luke flew ever nearer to the planet. Desperately he worked his 
controls, no longer able to discern even so much as his altitude. 

When an alarm began to buzz, Artoo joined its clarion call with 
his own frantic series of whistles and beeps. 

“T know, I know!” Luke shouted, still fighting the controls of his 
ship. “All the scopes are dead! I can’t see a thing. Hang on, Pm 
going to start the landing cycle. Let’s just hope there’s something 
underneath us.” 

Artoo squealed again, but his sounds were effectively drowned 
by the ear-splitting blast of the X-wing’s retro-rockets. Luke felt 
his stomach plunge as the ship began to drop rapidly. He braced 
against his pilot’s seat, steeling himself for any possible impact. 


Then the ship lunged and Luke heard an awful sound as if the 
limbs of trees were being snapped off by his speeding craft. 

When the X-wing finally screeched to a halt, it was with a 
tremendous jolt that nearly flung its pilot through the cockpit 
window. Certain, at last, that he was on the ground, Luke 
slumped back in his chair and sighed with relief. He then pulled a 
switch that lifted his ship’s canopy. When he raised his head 
outside the ship to get his first look at the alien world, Luke 
Skywalker gasped. 

The X-wing was completely surrounded by mists, its bright 
landing lights not illuminating more than a few feet in front of it. 
Luke’s eyes gradually began to grow accustomed to the gloom all 
around him so that he could just barely see the twisted trunks 
and roots of grotesque-looking trees. He pulled himself out of the 
cockpit as Artoo detached his stout body from its cubbyhole plug. 

“Artoo,” Luke said, “you stay put while I look around.” 

The enormous gray trees had gnarled and intertwining roots 
that rose far above Luke before they joined to form trunks. He 
tilted back his head and could see the branches, high above, that 
seemed to form a canopy with the low-hanging clouds. Luke 
cautiously climbed out onto the long nose of his ship and saw 
that he had crash-landed in a small, fog-shrouded body of water. 

Artoo emitted a short beep—then there was a loud splash, 
followed by silence. Luke turned just in time to glimpse the 
droid’s domed topside as it disappeared beneath the water’s foggy 
surface. 

“Artoo! Artoo!” Luke called. He kneeled down on the smooth 
hull of the ship and leaned forward, anxiously searching for his 
mechanical friend. 

But the black waters were serene, revealing not a sign of the 
little R2 unit. Luke could not tell how deep this still, murky pond 
might be; but it looked extremely deep. He was suddenly gripped 
by the realization that he might never see his droid friend again. 
Just then, a tiny periscope broke through the surface of the water 
and Luke could hear a faint gurgling beep. 

What a relief! Luke thought, as he watched the periscope make 
its way toward shore. He ran along the nose of his X-wing fighter, 
and when the shore line was less than three meters away, the 
young commander jumped into the water and scrambled up the 
shore. He looked back and saw that Artoo was still making his 


way toward the beach. 

“Hurry, Artoo!” Luke shouted. 

Whatever it was that suddenly moved through the water 
behind Artoo moved too quickly and was too obscured by the 
mist for Luke to clearly identify it. All he could see was a massive 
dark form. This creature rose up for a moment, then dove 
beneath the surface, making a loud bang against the little droid’s 
metal hull. Luke heard the robot’s pathetic electronic scream for 
help. Then, nothing ... 

Luke stood there, horror-struck, as he continued to stare at the 
black waters, still as death itself. As he watched, a few tell-tale 
bubbles began to erupt at the surface. Luke’s heart began to 
pound in fear as he realized he was standing too near the pool. 
But before he could move, the runt-size robot was spit out by the 
thing lurking beneath the black surface. Artoo made a graceful 
arc through the air and came crashing down onto a soft patch of 
gray moss. 

“Artoo,” Luke yelled, running to him, “are you okay?” Luke 
was grateful that the shadowy swamp lurker apparently found 
metal droids neither palatable nor digestible. 

Feebly the robot replied with a series of faint whistles and 
beeps. 

“If you’re saying coming here was a bad idea, I’m beginning to 
agree with you,” Luke admitted, looking around at their dismal 
surroundings. At least, he thought, there was human 
companionship on the ice world. Here, except for Artoo, there 
seemed to be nothing but this murky bog—and creatures, as yet 
unseen, that might lurk in the falling darkness. 

Dusk was quickly approaching. Luke shivered in the thickening 
fog that closed in on him like something alive. He helped Artoo- 
Detoo back onto his feet, then wiped away the swamp muck that 
covered the droid’s cylindrical body. As he worked, Luke heard 
eerie and inhuman cries that emanated from the distant jungle 
and shuddered as he imagined the beasts that might be making 
them. 

By the time he finished cleaning off Artoo, Luke observed that 
the sky had grown noticeably darker. Shadows loomed ominously 
all around him and the distant cries didn’t seem quite so far away 
anymore. He and Artoo glanced around at the spooky swamp- 
jungle surrounding them, then huddled a bit closer. Suddenly, 


Luke noticed a pair of tiny but vicious eyes winking at them 
through the shadowy underbrush, then vanishing with a scutter 
of diminutive feet. 

He hesitated to doubt the advice of Ben Kenobi, but now he 
was beginning to wonder if that robed specter had somehow 
made a mistake leading him to this planet with its mysterious 
Jedi teacher. 

He looked over at his X-wing and groaned when he saw that 
the entire bottom section was completely submerged in the dark 
waters. “How are we going to get that thing flying again?” The 
whole set of circumstances seemed hopeless and somewhat 
ridiculous. “What are we doing here?” he moaned. 

It was beyond the computerized abilities of Artoo to provide an 
answer for either of those questions, but he made a little 
comforting beep anyway. 

“It’s like part of a dream,” Luke said. He shook his head, feeling 
cold and frightened. “Or maybe I’m going crazy.” 

At least, he knew for certain, he couldn’t have gotten himself 
into a crazier situation. 


O VHI 


DARTH Vader looked like a great silent god as he stood on the 
main control deck of his mammoth Star Destroyer. 

He was staring through the large rectangular window above the 
deck at the raging field of asteroids that was pelting his ship as it 
glided through space. Hundreds of rocks streaked past the 
windows. Some collided with one another and exploded in 
brilliant displays of vivid light. 

As Vader watched, one of his smaller ships disintegrated under 
the impact of an enormous asteroid. Seemingly unmoved, he 
turned to look at a series of twenty holographic images. These 
twenty holograms re-created in three dimensions the features of 
twenty Imperial battleship commanders. The image of the 
commander whose ship had just been obliterated was fading 
rapidly, almost as quickly as the glowing particles of his exploded 
ship were being flung to oblivion. 

Admiral Piett and an aide quietly moved to stand behind their 
black-garbed master as he turned to an image in the center of the 
twenty holograms which was continually interrupted by static 
and faded in and out as Captain Needa of the Star Destroyer 
Avenger made his report. His first words had already been 
drowned by static. 


“... which was the last time they appeared in any of our 
scopes,” Captain Needa continued. “Considering the amount of 
damage we’ve sustained, they also must have been destroyed.” 

Vader disagreed. He knew of the Millennium Falcon’s power and 
was quite familiar with the skills of her cocky pilot. “No, 
Captain,” he snarled angrily, “they’re alive. I want every ship 
available to sweep the asteroid field until they’re found.” 

As soon as Vader had given his command, Captain Needa’s 
image and those of the other nineteen captains faded completely. 
When the last hologram vanished, the Dark Lord, having sensed 
the two men standing behind him, turned. “Now what is so 
important it couldn’t wait, Admiral?” he asked imperiously. 
“Speak up!” 

The admiral’s face turned pale with fear, his trembling voice 
shaking almost as much as his body. “It was ... the Emperor.” 

“The Emperor?” the voice behind the black breath mask 
repeated. 

“Yes,” the admiral replied. “He commands you make contact 
with him.” 

“Move this ship out of the asteroid field,” Vader ordered, “into 
a position where we can send a clear transmission.” 

“Yes, my lord.” 

“And code the signal to my private chamber.” 


The Millennium Falcon had come to rest hidden in the small 
cave which was pitch black and dripping with moisture. The 
Falcon’s crew turned down its engines until no sound at all was 
emitted from the small craft. 


Inside the cockpit, Han Solo and his shaggy copilot were just 
completing shutting down the ship’s electronic systems. As they 
did so, all the service lights dimmed and the interior of the ship 
became nearly as dark as its sheltering cave. 

Han glanced over at Leia and flashed her a quick grin. “Getting 
kind of romantic in here.” 

Chewbacca growled. There was work to be done in here and 
the Wookiee needed Han’s undivided attention if they were going 
to repair the malfunctioning hyperdrive. 

Irritated, Han returned to his work. “What are you so grouchy 
about?” he snapped. 


Before the Wookiee could respond, the protocol droid timidly 
approached Han and posed a question of burning importance. 
“Sir, Pm almost afraid to ask, but does shutting down all except 
emergency power systems include me?” 

Chewbacca expressed his opinion with a resounding bark of 
affirmation, but Han disagreed. “No,” he said, “we’re going to 
need you to talk to the old Falcon here and find out what 
happened to our hyperdrive.” He looked over at the princess and 
added, “How are you with a macrofuser, Your Holiness?” 

Before Leia could get off a suitable retort, the Millennium Falcon 
lurched forward as a sudden impact struck its hull. Everything 
that was not bolted down flew through the cockpit; even the 
giant Wookiee, howling boisterously, had to struggle to stay in 
his chair. 

“Hang on!” Han yelled. “Watch out!” 

See-Threepio clattered against a wall, then collected himself. 
“Sir, it’s very possible this asteroid is not stable.” 

Han glared at him. “I’m glad you're here to tell us these 
things.” 

The ship rocked once more, even more violently than before. 

The Wookiee howled again; Threepio stumbled backward, and 
Leia was hurled across the cabin directly into the waiting arms of 
Captain Solo. 

The ship’s rocking stopped as suddenly as it had started. But 
Leia still stood in Han’s embrace. For once she did not draw 
away, and he could almost swear she was willingly embracing 
him. “Why, Princess,” he said, pleasantly surprised, “this is so 
sudden.” 

At that, she began to pull back. “Let go,” she insisted, trying to 
move out of his arms. “I’m getting angry.” 

Han saw the old familiar expression of arrogance beginning to 
return to her face. “You don’t look angry,” he lied. 

“How do I look?” 

“Beautiful,” he answered truthfully, with an emotion that 
surprised him. 

Leia felt suddenly, unexpectedly shy. Her cheeks flushed pink 
and, when she realized she was blushing, she averted her eyes. 
But she still did not really try to get free. 

Han somehow couldn’t let the tender moment last. “And 
excited,” he had to add. 


Leia became infuriated. Once again the angry princess and 
haughty senator, she quickly moved away from him and drew 
herself up to her most regal bearing. “Sorry, Captain,” she said, 
her cheeks now reddened in anger, “being held by you isn’t 
enough to get me excited.” 

“Well, I hope you don’t expect more,” he grunted, angrier at 
himself than at her stinging words. 

“T don’t expect anything,” Leia said indignantly, “except to be 
left alone.” 

“If you'll just get out of my way, Pll leave you alone.” 

Embarrassed to realize that she was, indeed, still standing 
rather close, Leia stepped aside and made an effort to change the 
subject. “Don’t you think it’s time we got to work on your ship?” 

Han frowned. “Fine with me,” he said coldly, not looking at 
her. 

Leia quickly turned on her heel and left the cockpit. 

For a moment Han stood there quietly, just gathering his 
composure. Sheepishly he looked at the now quiet Wookiee and 
droid, both of whom had witnessed the entire incident. 

“Come on, Chewie, let’s tear into this flying short circuit,” he 
said quickly to end the awkward moment. 

The copilot barked in agreement, then joined his captain as 
they began to leave the cockpit. As they walked out, Han looked 
back at Threepio, who was still standing in the dim chamber 
looking dumbfounded. “You too, goldenrod!” 

“I must admit,” the robot muttered to himself as he began to 
shuffle out of the cockpit, “there are times I don’t understand 
human behavior.” 


The lights of Luke Skywalker’s X-wing fighter pierced the 
darkness of the bog planet. The ship had sunk deeper into the 
scummy waters, but there was still enough of it above the surface 
to let Luke carry needed supplies from the storage compartments. 
He knew it could not be much longer before his ship sank deeper 
—possibly all the way—beneath the water. He thought that his 
chance of survival might be increased if he gathered as many 
supplies as he could. 


It was now so dark that Luke could scarcely see in front of him. 
Out in the dense jungle he heard a sharp snapping noise and felt 


a chill run through him. Grabbing his pistol, he prepared to blast 
anything that leaped from the jungle to attack him. But nothing 
did, and he clipped his weapon back onto its holster and 
continued to unpack his gear. 

“You ready for some power?” Luke asked Artoo, who was 
patiently waiting for his own form of nourishment. Luke took a 
small fusion furnace from an equipment box and ignited it, 
welcoming even the tiny glow thrown off by the small heating 
device, then took a power cable and attached it to Artoo through 
a protuberance that roughly resembled a nose. As power radiated 
through Artoo’s electronic innards, the stout robot whistled his 
appreciation. 

Luke sat down and opened a container of processed food. As he 
began to eat, he talked to the robot. “Now all I have to do is find 
this Yoda, if he even exists.” 

He looked around nervously at the shadows in the jungle and 
felt frightened, miserable, and increasingly in doubt about his 
quest. “This certainly seems like a strange place to find a Jedi 
Master,” he said to the little robot. “Gives me the creeps.” 

From the sound of his beep, it was clear Artoo shared Luke’s 
opinion of the swamp world. 

“Although,” Luke continued as he reluctantly tasted more of 
the food, “there’s something familiar about this place. I feel like 

“You feel like what?” 

That wasn’t Artoo’s voice! Luke leaped up, grabbed his pistol, 
then spun around, peering into the gloom to try to find the source 
of those words. 

As he turned he saw a tiny creature standing directly in front of 
him. Luke immediately stepped back in surprise; this little being 
seemed to have materialized out of nowhere! It stood no more 
than half a meter in height, fearlessly holding its ground in front 
of the towering youth who wielded an awesome laser pistol. 

The little wizened thing could have been any age. Its face was 
deeply lined, but was framed with elfin, pointed ears that gave it 
a look of eternal youth. Long white hair was parted down the 
middle and hung down on either side of the blue-skinned head. 
The being was bipedal, and stood on short legs that terminated in 
tridactyl, almost reptilian feet. It wore rags as gray as the mists of 
the swamp, and in such tatters that they must have approximated 


the creature’s very age. 

For the moment, Luke could not decide whether to be 
frightened or to laugh. But when he gazed into those bulbous 
eyes and sensed the being’s kindly nature, he relaxed. At last the 
creature motioned toward the pistol in Luke’s hand. 

“Away put your weapon. I mean you no harm,” it said. 

After some hesitation, Luke quietly put his pistol back into his 
belt. As he did so, he wondered why he felt impelled to obey this 
little creature. 

“I am wondering,” the creature spoke again, “why are you 
here?” 

“Tm looking for someone,” Luke answered. 

“Looking? Looking?” the creature repeated curiously with a 
wide smile beginning to crease his already-lined face. “You’ve 
found someone I’d say. Heh? Yes!” 

Luke had to force himself not to smile. “Yeah.” 

“Help you I can ... yes ... yes.” 

Inexplicably Luke found himself trusting the odd creature, but 
wasn’t at all sure that such a tiny individual could be of help on 
his important quest. “I don’t think so,” he replied gently. “You 
see, I’m looking for a great warrior.” 

“A great warrior?” The creature shook his head, the whitish 
hair flopping about his pointed ears. “Wars don’t make one 
great.” 

A strange phrase, Luke thought. But before he could answer, 
Luke saw the tiny hominid hobble over to the top of the salvaged 
supply cases. Shocked, he watched as the creature began to 
rummage through the articles Luke had brought with him from 
Hoth. 

“Get away from there,” he said, surprised at this sudden 
strange behavior. 

Moving across the ground, Artoo waddled toward the pile of 
cases, standing just about at optical sensor level with the 
creature. The droid squealed his disapproval as he scanned the 
creature that was carelessly digging through the supplies. 

The strange being grabbed the container holding the remains of 
Luke’s food and took a bite. 

“Hey, that’s my dinner!” Luke exclaimed. 

But no sooner had the creature taken his first bite than he spat 
out what he had tasted, his deeply lined face wrinkling like a 


prune. “Peewh!” he said, spitting. “Thank you, no. How get you so 
big eating food of this kind?” He looked Luke up and down. 

Before the astounded youth could reply, the creature flipped 
the food container in Luke’s direction, then dipped one of his 
small and delicate hands into another supply case. 

“Listen, friend,” Luke said, watching this bizarre scavenger, 
“we didn’t mean to land here. And if I could get my fighter out of 
this puddle I would, but I can’t. So—” 

“Can’t get your ship out? Have you tried? Have you tried?” the 
creature goaded. 

Luke had to admit to himself that he had not, but then the 
whole idea was patently ludicrous. He didn’t have the proper 
equipment to— 

Something in Luke’s case had attracted the creature’s interest. 
Luke finally reached the end of his patience when he saw the 
crazy little being snatch something out of the supply case. 
Knowing that survival depended on those supplies, he grabbed 
for the case. But the creature held on to his prize—a miniature 
power lamp that he gripped tightly in his blue-skinned hand. The 
little light came alive in the creature’s hand, throwing its 
radiance up into his delighted face, and he immediately began to 
examine his treasure. 

“Give me that!” Luke cried. 

The creature retreated from the approaching youth like a 
petulant child. “Mine! Mine! Or PII help you not.” 

Still clutching the lamp to his breast, the creature stepped 
backward, inadvertently bumping into Artoo-Detoo. Not 
remembering that the robot was at all animate, the being stood 
next to it as Luke approached. 

“I don’t want your help,” Luke said indignantly. “I want my 
lamp back. TIl need it in this slimy mudhole.” 

Luke instantly realized he had issued an insult. 

“Mudhole? Slimy? My home this is!” 

As they argued, Artoo slowly reached out a mechanical arm. 
Suddenly his appendage grabbed the pilfered lamp and 
immediately the two little figures were engaged in a tug-of-war 
over the stolen prize. As they spun about in battle, Artoo beeped 
a few electronic, “give me that’s. 

“Mine, mine. Give it back,” the creature cried. Abruptly, 
though, he seemed to give up the bizarre struggle and lightly 


poked the droid with one bluish finger. 

Artoo emitted a loud, startled squeal and immediately released 
the power lamp. 

The victor grinned at the glowing object in his tiny hands, 
gleefully repeating, “Mine, mine.” 

Luke was about fed up with these antics and advised the robot 
that the battle was over. “Okay, Artoo,” he said with a sigh, “let 
him have it. Now get out of here, little fellow. We’ve got things to 
do.” 

“No, no!” the creature pleaded excitedly. “Pll stay and help you 
find your friend.” 

“Tm not looking for a friend,” Luke said. “I’m looking for a Jedi 
Master.” 

“Oh,” the creature’s eyes widened as he spoke, “a Jedi Master. 
Different altogether. Yoda, you seek, Yoda.” 

Mention of that name surprised Luke, but he felt skeptical. How 
could an elf like this know anything about a great teacher of the 
Jedi Knights? “You know him?” 

“Of course, yes,” the creature said proudly. “Pll take you to 
him. But first we must eat. Good food. Come, come.” 

With that, the creature scurried out of Luke’s camp and into the 
shadows of the swamp. The tiny power lamp he carried was 
gradually dimming in the distance as Luke stood feeling baffled. 
At first he had no intention of pursuing the creature, but all at 
once he found himself diving into the fog after him. 

As Luke started off into the jungle, he heard Artoo whistling 
and beeping as if he would blow his circuits. Luke turned around 
to see the little droid standing forlornly next to the miniature 
fusion furnace. 

“You’d better stay here and watch over the camp,” Luke 
instructed the robot. 

But Artoo only intensified his noisy output, running through 
the entire gamut of his electronic articulations. 

“Artoo, now settle down,” Luke called as he ran into the jungle. 
“T can take care of myself. I’ll be safe, okay?” 

Artoo’s electronic grumblings grew fainter as Luke hurried to 
catch up with the little guide. “I must really be out of my mind,” 
Luke thought, following this weird being into who-knows-what. 
But the creature had mentioned Yoda’s name, and Luke felt 
compelled to accept any help he could get to find the Jedi Master. 


He stumbled in the dark over thick weeds and twisting roots as 
he pursued the flickering light ahead. 

The creature was chattering gaily as he led the way through the 
swamp. “Heh... safe... heh... quite safe... yes, of course.” 
Then, in his odd little way, this mysterious being started to laugh. 


Two Imperial cruisers slowly moved across the surface of the 
great asteroid. The Millennium Falcon had to be hidden 
somewhere within—but where? 


As the ships skimmed the surface of the asteroid, they dropped 
bombs on its pock-marked terrain, trying to scare out the 
freighter. The shock waves from the explosives violently shook 
the spheroid, but still there was no sign of the Falcon. As it drifted 
above the asteroid, one of the Imperial Star Destroyers cast an 
eclipsing shadow across the tunnel entrance. Yet the ship’s 
scanners failed to note the curious hole in the bowllike wall. 
Within that hole, in a winding tunnel not detected by the minions 
of the powerful Empire, sat the freighter. It rattled and vibrated 
with every explosion that pounded the surface above. 

Inside, Chewbacca worked feverishly to repair the complex 
powertrain. He had scrambled into an overhead compartment to 
get at the wires that operated the hyper-drive system. But when 
he felt the first of the explosions, he popped his head out through 
the mass of wires and gave out a worried yelp. 

Princess Leia, who was welding a damaged valve, stopped her 
work and looked up. The bombs sounded very close. 

See-Threepio glanced up at Leia and nervously tilted his head. 
“Oh, my,” he said, “they’ve found us.” 

Everyone became quiet, as if fearing that the sound of their 
voices might somehow carry and betray their exact position. 
Again the ship was shaken by a blast, less intense than the last. 

“They’re moving away,” Leia said. 

Han saw through their tactic. “They’re just trying to see if they 
can stir up something,” he told her. “We’re safe if we stay put.” 

“Where have I heard that line before?” Leia said with an 
innocent air. 

Ignoring her sarcasm, Han moved past her as he went back to 
work. The passageway in the hold was so narrow that he couldn’t 
avoid brushing against her as he passed by—or could he? 


With mixed emotions the princess watched him for a moment 
as he continued to work on his ship. And then she turned back to 
her welding. 

See-Threepio ignored all this odd human behavior. He was too 
busy trying to communicate with the Falcon, trying to find out 
what was wrong with its hyperdrive. Standing at the central 
control panel, Threepio was making uncharacteristic whistle and 
beep sounds. A moment later, the control panel whistled back. 

“Where is Artoo when I need him?” sighed the golden robot. 
The control panel’s response had been difficult for him to 
interpret. “I don’t know where your ship learned to 
communicate,” Threepio announced to Han, “but its dialect 
leaves something to be desired. I believe, sir, it says the power 
coupling on the negative axis has been polarized. I’m afraid you'll 
have to replace it.” 

“Of course I’ll have to replace it,” Han snapped, then called up 
to Chewbacca, who was peering from the ceiling compartment. 
“Replace it!” he whispered. 

He noticed that Leia had finished her welding but was having 
trouble reengaging the valve, struggling with a lever that simply 
would not budge. He moved toward her and began offering to 
help, but she coldly turned her back to him and continued her 
battle with the valve. 

“Easy, Your Worship,” he said. “Only trying to help.” 

Still struggling with the lever, Leia asked quietly, “Would you 
please stop calling me that?” 

Han was surprised at the princess’s simple tone. He had 
expected a stinging retort or, at best, a cold silence. But her 
words were missing the mocking tone that he was accustomed to 
hearing. Was she finally bringing their relentless battle of wills to 
an end? “Sure,” he said gently. 

“You make things difficult sometimes,” Leia said as she shyly 
glanced at him. 

He had to agree. “I do, I really do.” But he added, “You could 
be a little nicer, too. Come on, admit it, sometimes you think I’m 
all right.” 

She let go of the lever and rubbed her sore hand. “Sometimes,” 
she said with a little smile, “maybe ... occasionally, when you 
aren’t acting the scoundrel.” 

“Scoundrel?” he laughed, finding her choice of words 


endearing. “I like the sound of that.” 

Without another word, he reached for Leia’s hand and began to 
massage it. 

“Stop it,” Leia protested. 

Han continued to hold her hand. “Stop what?” he asked softly. 

Leia felt flustered, confused, embarrassed—a hundred things in 
that moment. But her sense of dignity prevailed. “Stop that!” she 
said regally. “My hands are dirty.” 

Han smiled at her feeble excuse, but held on to her hand and 
looked right into her eyes. “My hands are dirty, too. What are 
you afraid of?” 

“Afraid?” She returned his direct gaze. “Of getting my hands 
dirty.” 

“That’s why you’re trembling?” he asked. He could see that she 
was affected by his closeness and by his touch, and her expression 
softened. Whereupon he reached out and took her other hand. 

“T think you like me because I’m a scoundrel,” he said. “I think 
you haven’t had enough scoundrels in your life.” As he spoke he 
slowly drew her near. 

Leia didn’t resist his gentle pull. Now, as she looked at him, she 
thought he had never seemed more handsome, but she was still 
the princess. “I happen to like nice men,” she chided in a whisper. 

“And I’m not nice?” Han asked, teasing. 

Chewbacca stuck his head out from the overhead compartment 
and watched the proceedings unnoticed. 

“Yes,” she whispered, “but you ...” 

Before she could finish, Han Solo drew her to him and felt her 
body tremble as he pressed his lips to hers. It seemed forever, it 
seemed an eternity to share between them, as he gently bent her 
body back. This time she didn’t resist at all. 

When they parted, Leia needed a moment to catch her breath. 
She tried to regain her composure and work up a measure of 
indignation, but she found it difficult to talk. 

“Okay, hot shot,” she began. “I—” 

But then she stopped, and suddenly found herself kissing him, 
pulling him even closer than before. 

When their lips finally parted, Han held Leia in his arms as 
they looked at each other. For a long moment there was a 
peaceful kind of emotion between them. Then Leia began to draw 
away, her thoughts and feelings a turmoil. She averted her eyes 


and began to disengage herself from Han’s embrace. In the next 
second she turned and rushed from the cabin. 

Han silently looked after her as she left the room. He then 
became acutely aware of the very curious Wookiee whose head 
was poking from the ceiling. 

“Okay, Chewie!” he bellowed. “Give me a hand with this 
valve.” 


The fog, dispersed by a torrent of rain, snaked around the 
swamp in diaphanous swirls. Scooting along amid the pounding 
rain was a single R2 droid looking for his master. 

Artoo-Detoo’s sensing devices were busily sending impulses to 
his electronic nerve ends. At the slightest sound, his auditory 
systems reacted—perhaps overreacted—and sent information to 
the robot’s nervous computer brain. 

It was too wet for Artoo in this murky jungle. He aimed his 
optical sensors in the direction of a strange little mud house on 
the edge of a dark lake. The robot, overtaken by an almost- 
human perception of loneliness, moved closer to the window of 
the tiny abode. Artoo extended his utility feet toward the window 
and peeked inside. He hoped no one inside noticed the slight 
shiver of his barrel-shaped form or heard his nervous little 
electronic whimper. 

Somehow Luke Skywalker managed to squeeze inside the 
miniature house, where everything within was perfectly scaled to 
its tiny resident. Luke sat cross-legged on the dried mud floor in 
the living room, careful not to bang his skull against the low 
ceiling. There was a table in front of him and he could see a few 
containers holding what appeared to be hand-written scrolls. 

The wrinkle-faced creature was in his kitchen, next to the 
living room, busily concocting an incredible meal. From where 
Luke sat he could see the little cook stirring steaming pots, 
chopping this, shredding that, scattering herbs over all, and 
scurrying back and forth to put platters on the table in front of 
the youth. 

Fascinated as he was by this bustling activity, Luke was 
growing very impatient. As the creature made one of his frantic 
runs into the living room area, Luke reminded his host, “I told 


you, I’m not hungry.” 

“Patience,” the creature said, as he scuttled back into the 
steamy kitchen. “It’s time to eat.” 

Luke tried to be polite. “Look,” he said, “it smells good. I’m 
sure it’s delicious. But I don’t know why we can’t see Yoda now.” 

“It’s the Jedi’s time to eat, too,” the creature answered. 

But Luke was eager to be on his way. “Will it take long to get 
there? How far is he?” 

“Not far, not far. Be patient. Soon you will see him. Why wish 
you become a Jedi?” 

“Because of my father, I guess,” Luke answered, as he reflected 
that he never really knew his father that well. In truth his deepest 
kinship with his father was through the lightsaber Ben had 
entrusted to him. 

Luke noticed the curious look in the creature’s eyes as he 
mentioned his father. “Oh, your father,” the being said, sitting 
down to begin his vast meal. “A powerful Jedi was he. Powerful 
Jedi.” 

The youth wondered if the creature were mocking him. “How 
could you know my father?” he asked a little angrily. “You don’t 
even know who I am.” He glanced around at the bizarre room 
and shook his head. “I don’t know what I’m doing here ...” 

Then he noticed that the creature had turned away from him 
and was talking to a corner of the room. This really is the final 
straw, Luke thought. Now this impossible creature is talking to 
thin air! 

“No good is this,” the creature was saying irritably. “This will 
not do. I cannot teach him. The boy has no patience!” 

Luke’s head spun in the direction the creature was facing. 
Cannot teach. No patience. Bewildered, he still saw no one there. 
Then the truth of the situation gradually became as plain to him 
as the deep lines on the little creature’s face. Already he was 
being tested—and by none other than Yoda himself! 

From the empty corner of the room, Luke heard the gentle, 
wise voice of Ben Kenobi responding to Yoda. “He will learn 
patience,” Ben said. 

“Much anger in him,” the dwarfish Jedi teacher persisted. “Like 
in his father.” 

“We’ve discussed this before,” Kenobi said. 

Luke could no longer wait. “I can be a Jedi,” he interrupted. It 


meant more than anything else to him to become a part of the 
noble band that had championed the causes of justice and peace. 
“Pm ready, Ben... Ben...” The youth called to his invisible 
mentor, looking about the room in hopes of finding him. But all 
he saw was Yoda sitting across from him at the table. 

“Ready are you?” the skeptical Yoda asked. “What know you of 
ready? I have trained Jedi for eight hundred years. My own 
counsel I’ll keep on who is to be trained.” 

“Why not me?” Luke asked, insulted by Yoda’s insinuation. 

“To become a Jedi,” Yoda said gravely, “takes the deepest 
commitment, the most serious mind.” 

“He can do it,” Ben’s voice said in defense of the youth. 

Looking toward the invisible Kenobi, Yoda pointed at Luke. 
“This one I have watched a long time. All his life has he looked 
away ... to the horizon, to the sky, to the future. Never his mind 
on where he was, on what he was doing. Adventure, excitement.” 
Yoda shot a glaring look at Luke. “A Jedi craves not these 
things!” 

Luke tried to defend his past. “I have followed my feelings.” 

“You are reckless!” the Jedi Master shouted. 

“He will learn,” came the soothing voice of Kenobi. 

“He’s too old,” Yoda argued. “Yes. Too old, too set in his ways 
to start the training.” 

Luke thought he heard a subtle softening in Yoda’s voice. 
Perhaps there was still a chance to sway him. “I’ve learned 
much,” Luke said. He couldn’t give up now. He had come too far, 
endured too much, lost too much for that. 

Yoda seemed to look right through Luke as he spoke those 
words, as if trying to determine how much he had learned. He 
turned to the invisible Kenobi again. “Will he finish what he 
begins?” Yoda asked. 

“We’ve come this far,” was the answer. “He is our only hope.” 

“T will not fail you,” Luke said to both Yoda and Ben. “I’m not 
afraid.” And, indeed, at that moment, the young Skywalker felt 
he could face anyone without fear. 

But Yoda was not so optimistic. “You will be, my young one,” 
he warned. The Jedi Master turned slowly to face Luke as a 
strange little smile appeared on his blue face. “Heh. You will be.” 


mp IX 


ONLY one being in the entire universe could instill fear in the 
dark spirit of Darth Vader. As he stood, silent and alone in his 
dim chamber, the Dark Lord of the Sith waited for a visit from his 
own dreaded master. 

As he waited, his Imperial Star Destroyer floated through a vast 
ocean of stars. No one on his ship would have dared disturb 
Darth Vader in his private cubicle. But if they had, they might 
have detected a slight trembling in that black-cloaked frame. And 
there might even have been a hint of terror to be seen upon his 
visage, had anyone been able to see through his concealing black 
breath mask. 

But no one approached, and Vader remained motionless as he 
kept his lonely, patient vigil. Soon a strange electronic whine 
broke the dead silence of the room and a flickering light began to 
glimmer on the Dark Lord’s cloak. Vader immediately bowed 
deeply in homage to his royal master. 

The visitor arrived in the form of a hologram that materialized 
before Vader and towered above him. The three-dimensional 
figure was clad in simple robes and its face was concealed behind 
an enormous hood. 

When the hologram of the Galactic Emperor finally spoke, it 


did so with a voice even deeper than Vader’s. The Emperor’s 
presence was awesome enough, but the sound of his voice sent a 
thrill of terror coursing through Vader’s powerful frame. “You 
may rise, my servant,” the Emperor commanded. 

Immediately Vader straightened up. But he did not dare gaze 
into his master’s face, and instead cast his eyes down at his own 
black boots. 

“What is thy bidding, my master?” Vader asked with all the 
solemnity of a priest attending his god. 

“There is a grave disturbance in the Force,” the Emperor said. 

“T have felt it,” the Dark Lord replied solemnly. 

The Emperor emphasized the danger as he continued. “Our 
situation is most precarious. We have a new enemy who could 
bring about our destruction.” 

“Our destruction? Who?” 

“The son of Skywalker. You must destroy him, or he will be our 
undoing.” 

Skywalker! 

The thought was impossible. How could the Emperor be 
concerned with this insignificant youth? 

“He’s not a Jedi,” Vader reasoned. “He’s just a boy. Obi-Wan 
could not have taught him so much that—” 

The Emperor broke in. “The Force is strong in him,” he 
insisted. “He must be destroyed.” 

The Dark Lord reflected a moment. Perhaps there was another 
way to deal with the boy, a way that might benefit the Imperial 
cause. “If he could be turned, he would be a powerful ally,” 
Vader suggested. 

Silently the Emperor considered the possibility. 

After a moment, he spoke again. “Yes... yes,” he said 
thoughtfully. “He would be a great asset. Can it be done?” 

For the first time in their meeting, Vader lifted his head to face 
his master directly. “He will join us,” he answered firmly, “or die, 
my master.” 

With that, the encounter had come to an end. Vader kneeled 
before the Galactic Emperor, who passed his hand over his 
obedient servant. In the next moment, the holographic image had 
completely disappeared, leaving Darth Vader alone to formulate 
what would be, perhaps, his most subtle plan of attack. 


The indicator lights on the control panel cast an eerie glow 
through the quiet cockpit of the Millennium Falcon. They softly lit 
Princess Leia’s face as she sat in the pilot’s chair, thinking about 
Han. Deep in thought, she ran her hand along the control panel in 
front of her. She knew something was churning up within her, 
but wasn’t certain that she was willing to acknowledge it. And 
yet, could she deny it? 


Suddenly her attention was attracted by a flurry of movement 
outside the cockpit window. A dark shape, at first too swift and 
too shadowy to identify, streaked toward the Millennium Falcon. 
In an instant it had attached itself to the ship’s front window with 
something that looked like a soft suction cup. Cautiously Leia 
moved forward for a closer look at the black smudgelike shape. 
As she peered out the window, a set of large yellow eyes suddenly 
popped open and stared right at her. 

Leia started in shock and stumbled backward into the pilot’s 
seat. As she tried to compose herself, she heard the scurry of feet 
and an inhuman screech. Suddenly the black shape and its yellow 
eyes disappeared into the darkness of the asteroid cave. 

She caught her breath, leaped up out of the chair, and raced to 
the ship’s hold. 

The Falcon’s crew was finishing its work on the ship’s power 
system. As they worked, the lights flickered weakly, then came on 
and stayed on brightly. Han finished reconnecting the wires, and 
began setting a floor panel back in place while the Wookiee 
watched See-Threepio complete his work at the control panel. 

“Everything checks out here,” Threepio reported. “If I might 
say so, I believe that should do it.” 

Just then, the princess rushed breathlessly into the hold. 

“There’s something out there!” Leia cried. 

Han looked up from his work. “Where?” 

“Outside,” she said, “in the cave.” 

As she spoke, they heard a sharp banging against the ship’s 
hull. Chewbacca looked up and let out a loud bark of concern. 

“Whatever it is sounds like it’s trying to get in,” Threepio 
observed worriedly. 

The captain began to move out of the hold. “I’m going to see 
what it is,” he announced. 

“Are you crazy?” Leia looked at him in astonishment. 

The banging was getting louder. 


“Look, we just got this bucket going again,” Han explained. 
“Pm not about to let some varmint tear it apart.” 

Before Leia could protest, he had grabbed a breath mask off a 
supply rack and pulled it down over his head. As Han walked out, 
the Wookiee hurried up behind him and grabbed his own face 
mask. Leia realized that, as part of the crew, she was duty-bound 
to join them. 

“If there’s more than one,” she told the captain, “you’re going 
to need help.” 

Han looked at her affectionately as she removed a third breath 
mask and placed it over her lovely, but determined, face. 

Then the three of them rushed out, leaving the protocol droid 
to complain pitifully to the empty hold: “But that leaves me here 
all alone!” 

The darkness outside the Millennium Falcon was thick and dank. 
It surrounded the three figures as they carefully moved around 
their ship. With each step they heard unsettling noises, squishing 
sounds, that echoed through the dripping cavern. 

It was too dark to tell where the creature might be hiding. They 
moved cautiously, peering as well as they could into the deep 
gloom. Suddenly Chewbacca, who could see better in the dark 
than either his captain or the princess, emitted a muffled bark 
and pointed toward the thing that moved along the Falcon’s hull. 

A shapeless leathery mass scurried over the top of the ship, 
apparently startled by the Wookiee’s yelp. Han leveled his blaster 
at the creature and blasted the thing with a laser bolt. The black 
shape screeched, stumbled, then fell off the spaceship, landing 
with a thud at the princess’s feet. 

She leaned over to get a better look at the black mass. “Looks 
like some kind of Mynock,” she told Han and Chewbacca. 

Han glanced quickly around the dark tunnel. “There will be 
more of them,” he predicted. “They always travel in groups. And 
there’s nothing they like better than to attach themselves to ships. 
Just what we need right now!” 

But Leia was more distracted by the consistency of the tunnel 
floor. The tunnel itself struck her as peculiar; the smell of the 
place was unlike that of any cave she had ever known. The floor 
was especially cold and seemed to cling to her feet. 

As she stamped her foot against the floor, she felt the ground 
give a bit beneath her heel. “This asteroid has the strangest 


consistency,” she said. “Look at the ground. It’s not like rock at 
all.” 

Han knelt to inspect the floor more closely and noted how 
pliable it was. As he studied the floor, he tried to make out how 
far it reached and to see the contours of the cave. 

“There’s an awful lot of moisture in here,” he said. He looked 
up and aimed his hand blaster at the far side of the cave, then 
fired toward the sound of a screeching Mynock in the distance; as 
soon as he shot the bolt, the entire cavern began to shake and the 
ground to buckle. “I was afraid of that,” he shouted. “Let’s get out 
of here!” 

Chewbacca barked in agreement, and bolted toward the 
Millennium Falcon. Close behind him, Leia and Han rushed toward 
the ship, covering their faces as a swarm of Mynocks flew past 
them. They reached the Falcon and ran up the platform into the 
ship. As soon as they were on board, Chewbacca closed the hatch 
after them, careful that none of the Mynocks could slip inside. 

“Chewie, fire her up!” Han yelled as he and Leia darted 
through the ship’s hold. “We’re getting out of here!” 

Chewbacca hurriedly lumbered to his seat in the cockpit, while 
Han rushed to check the scopes on the hold control panel. 

Leia, running to keep up, warned, “They would spot us long 
before we could get up to speed.” 

Han didn’t seem to hear her. He checked the controls, then 
turned to rush back to the cockpit. But as he passed her, his 
comment made it clear he had heard every word. “There’s no 
time to discuss this in committee.” 

And with that he was gone, racing to his pilot’s chair, where he 
began working the engine throttles. The next minute the whine of 
the main engines resounded through the ship. 

But Leia hurried after him. “I am not a committee,” she 
shouted indignantly. 

It didn’t appear that he heard her. The sudden cavequake was 
beginning to subside, but Han was determined to get his ship out 
—and out fast. 

“You can’t make the jump to light-speed in this asteroid field,” 
she called over the engine roar. 

Solo grinned at her over his shoulder. “Strap yourself in, 
sweetheart,” he said, “we’re taking off!” 

“But the tremors have stopped!” 


Han was not about to stop his ship now. Already the craft 
moved forward, quickly passing the craggy walls of the tunnel. 
Suddenly Chewbacca barked in horror as he stared out the front 
windscreen. 

Directly in front of them stood a jagged white row of stalactites 
and stalagmites completely surrounding the cave’s entrance. 

“T see it, Chewie,” Han shouted. He pulled hard on the throttle, 
and the Millennium Falcon surged forward. “Hang on!” 

“The cave is collapsing,” Leia screamed as she saw the entrance 
ahead grow smaller. 

“This is no cave.” 

“What?!” 

Threepio began jabbering in terror. “Oh, my, no! We’re 
doomed. Good-bye, Mistress Leia. Good-bye, Captain.” 

Leia’s mouth dropped open as she stared at the rapidly 
approaching tunnel opening. 

Han was right; they were not in a cave. As they came nearer 
the opening, it was apparent that the white mineral formations 
were giant teeth. And it was very apparent that, as they soared 
out of this giant mouth, those teeth were beginning to close! 

Chewbacca roared. 

“Bank, Chewie!” 

It was an impossible maneuver. But Chewbacca responded 
immediately and once again accomplished the impossible. He 
rolled the Millennium Falcon steeply on its side, tilting the ship as 
he accelerated it between two of those gleaming white fangs. And 
not a second too soon, for just as the Falcon flew from that living 
tunnel, the jaws clamped shut. 

The Falcon sped through the rocky crevice of the asteroid, 
pursued by a titanic space slug. The enormous pink bulk didn’t 
intend to lose its tasty meal and pushed itself out of its crater to 
swallow the escaping ship. But the monster was too slow. Within 
another moment the freighter had soared out, away from the 
slimy pursuer and into space. As it did so, the ship plunged into 
yet another danger: The Millennium Falcon had re-entered the 
deadly asteroid field. 


Luke was panting, nearly out of breath in this, the latest of his 


endurance tests. His Jedi taskmaster had ordered him out on a 
marathon run through the dense growth of his planet’s jungle. 
Not only had Yoda sent Luke on the exhausting run, but he had 
invited himself along for the ride. As the Jedi-in-training puffed 
and sweated his way on his rugged race, the little Jedi Master 
observed his progress from a pouch strapped to Luke’s back. 

Yoda shook his head and muttered to himself disparagingly 
about the youth’s lack of endurance. 

By the time they returned to the clearing where Artoo-Detoo 
was patiently waiting, Luke’s exhaustion had nearly overcome 
him. As he stumbled into the clearing, Yoda had yet another test 
planned for him. 

Before Luke had caught his breath, the little Jedi on his back 
tossed a metal bar in front of Luke’s eyes. In an instant Luke 
ignited his laser sword and swung frantically at the bar. But he 
was not fast enough, and the bar fell—untouched—onto the 
ground with a thud. Luke collapsed on the wet earth in complete 
exhaustion. “I can’t,” he moaned, “... too tired.” 

Yoda, who showed no sign of sympathy, retorted, “It would be 
in seven pieces, were you a Jedi.” 

But Luke knew that he was not a Jedi—not yet, anyway. And 
the rigorous training program devised by Yoda had left him 
nearly out of breath. “I thought I was in good shape,” he gasped. 

“Yes, but by what standard, ask I?” the little instructor quizzed. 
“Forget your old measures. Unlearn, unlearn!” 

Luke truly felt ready to unlearn all his old ways and willing to 
free himself to learn all this Jedi Master had to teach. It was 
rigorous training, but as time passed, Luke’s strength and abilities 
increased and even his skeptical little master began to see hope. 
But it was not easy. 

Yoda spent long hours lecturing his student about the ways of 
the Jedi. As they sat under the trees near Yoda’s little house, Luke 
listened intently to all the master’s tales and lessons. And as Luke 
listened, Yoda chewed on his Gimer Stick, a short twig with three 
small branches at the far end. 

And there were physical tests of all kinds. In particular, Luke 
was working hard to perfect his leap. Once he felt ready to show 
Yoda his improvement. As the master sat on a log next to a wide 
pond, he heard the loud rustling of someone approaching through 
the vegetation. 


Suddenly Luke appeared on the other side of the pond, coming 
toward the water at a run. As he approached the shore, he made 
a running leap toward Yoda, rising high above the water as he 
hurtled himself through the air. But he fell short of the other side 
and landed in the water with a loud splash, completely soaking 
Yoda. 

Yoda’s blue lips turned down in disappointment. 

But Luke was not about to give up. He was determined to 
become a Jedi and, no matter how foolish he might feel in the 
attempt, would pass every test Yoda set for him. So he didn’t 
complain when Yoda told him to stand on his head. A bit 
awkwardly at first, Luke inverted his body and, after a few 
wobbly moments, was standing firmly on his hands. It seemed he 
had been in this position for hours, but it was less difficult than it 
would have been before his training. His concentration had 
improved so much that he was able to maintain a perfect balance 
—even with Yoda perched on the soles of his feet. 

But that was only part of the test. Yoda signaled Luke by 
tapping on his leg with his Gimer Stick. Slowly, carefully, and 
with full concentration, Luke raised one hand off the ground. His 
body wavered slightly with the weight shift—but Luke kept his 
balance, and, concentrating, started to lift a small rock in front of 
him. But suddenly a whistling and beeping R2 unit came rushing 
up to his youthful master. 

Luke collapsed, and Yoda jumped clear of his falling body. 
Annoyed, the young Jedi student asked, “Oh, Artoo, what is it?” 

Artoo-Detoo rolled about in frantic circles as he tried to 
communicate his message through a series of electronic chirps. 
Luke watched as the droid scooted to the edge of the swamp. He 
hurried to follow and then saw what it was the little robot was 
trying to tell him. 

Standing at the water’s edge, Luke saw that all but the tip of 
the X-wing’s nose had disappeared beneath the water’s surface. 

“Oh, no,” moaned Luke. “We’ll never get it out now.” 

Yoda had joined them, and stamped his foot in irritation at 
Luke’s remark. “So sure are you?” Yoda scolded. “Tried have you? 
Always with you it can’t be done. Hear you nothing that I say?” 
His little wrinkled face puckered with a furious scowl. 

Luke glanced at his master, then looked doubtfully toward the 
sunken ship. 


“Master,” he said skeptically, “lifting rocks is one thing, but 
this is a little different.” 

Yoda was really angry now. “No! No different!” he shouted. 
“The differences are in your mind. Throw them out! No longer of 
use are they to you.” 

Luke trusted his master. If Yoda said this could be done, then 
maybe he should try. He looked at the downed X-wing and 
readied himself for maximum concentration. “Okay,” he said at 
last, “I'll give it a try.” 

Again he had spoken the wrong words. “No,” Yoda said 
impatiently. “Try not. Do, do. Or do not. There is no try.” 

Luke closed his eyes. He tried to envision the contours, the 
shape, to feel the weight of his X-wing fighter. And he 
concentrated on the movement it would make as it rose from the 
murky waters. 

As he concentrated, he began to hear the waters churn and 
gurgle, and then begin to bubble with the emerging nose of the X- 
wing. The tip of the fighter was slowly lifting from the water, and 
it hovered there for a moment, then sank back beneath the 
surface with a loud splash. 

Luke was drained and had to gasp for breath. “I can’t,” he said 
dejectedly. “It’s too big.” 

“Size has no meaning,” Yoda insisted. “It matters not. Look at 
me. Judge me by my size, do you?” 

Luke, chastened, just shook his head. 

“And well you shouldn’t,” the Jedi Master advised. “For my ally 
is the Force. And a powerful ally it is. Life creates it and makes it 
grow. Its energy surrounds us and binds us. Luminous beings we 
are, not this crude matter,” he said as he pinched Luke’s skin. 

Yoda made a grand sweeping gesture to indicate the vastness of 
the universe about him. “Feel it you must. Feel the flow. Feel the 
Force around you. Here,” he said, as he pointed, “between you 
and me and that tree and that rock.” 

While Yoda gave his explanation of the Force, Artoo spun his 
domed head around, trying without success to register this 
“Force” on his scanners. He whistled and beeped in bafflement. 

“Yes, everywhere,” Yoda continued, ignoring the little droid, 
“waiting to be felt and used. Yes, even between this land and that 
ship!” 

Then Yoda turned and looked at the swamp, and as he did the 


water began to swirl. Slowly, from the gently bubbling waters, 
the nose of the fighter appeared again. 

Luke gasped in astonishment as the X-wing gracefully rose from 
its watery tomb and moved majestically toward the shore. 

He silently vowed never to use the word “impossible” again. 
For there, standing on his tree root pedestal, was tiny Yoda, 
effortlessly gliding the ship from the water onto the shore. It was 
a sight that Luke could scarcely believe. But he knew that it was a 
potent example of Jedi mastery over the Force. 

Artoo, equally astounded but not so philosophical, issued a 
series of loud whistles, then bolted off to hide behind some giant 
roots. 

The X-wing seemed to float onto the beach, and then gently 
came to a stop. 

Luke was humbled by the feat he had witnessed and 
approached Yoda in awe. “I...” he began, dazzled. “I don’t 
believe it.” 

“That,” Yoda stated emphatically, “is why you fail.” 

Bewildered, Luke shook his head, wondering if he would ever 
rise to the station of a Jedi. 


Bounty hunters! Among the most reviled of the galaxy’s 
inhabitants, this class of amoral money-grubbers included 
members of every species. It was a repellent occupation, and it 
often attracted repellent creatures to its fold. Some of these 
creatures had been summoned by Darth Vader and now stood 
with him on the bridge of his Imperial Star Destroyer. 


Admiral Piett observed this motley group from a distance as he 
stood with one of Vader’s captains. They saw that the Dark Lord 
had invited a particularly bizarre assortment of fortune hunters, 
including Bossk, whose soft, baggy face gawked at Vader with 
huge bloodshot orbs. Next to Bossk stood Zuckuss and Dengar, 
two human types, battle-scarred by innumerable, unspeakable 
adventures. A battered and tarnished chrome-colored droid 
named IG-88 was also with the group, standing next to the 
notorious Boba Fett. A human bounty hunter, Fett was known for 
his extremely ruthless methods. He was dressed in a weapon- 
covered, armored spacesuit, the kind worn by a group of evil 
warriors defeated by the Jedi Knights during the Clone Wars. A 


few braided scalps completed his unsavory image. The very sight 
of Boba Fett sent a shudder of revulsion through the admiral. 

“Bounty hunters!” Piett said with disdain. “Why should he 
bring them into this? The Rebels won’t escape us.” 

Before the captain could reply, a ship’s controller rushed up to 
the admiral. “Sir,” he said urgently, “we have a priority signal 
from the Star Destroyer Avenger” 

Admiral Piett read the signal, then hurried to inform Darth 
Vader. As he approached the group, Piett heard the last of Vader’s 
instructions to them. “There will be a substantial reward for the 
one who finds the Millennium Falcon,” he was saying. “You are 
free to use any methods necessary, but I want proof. No 
disintegrations.” 

The Sith Lord stopped his briefing as Admiral Piett hurried to 
his side. 

“My lord,” the admiral whispered ecstatically, “we have them!” 


O X 


THE Avenger had spotted the Millennium Falcon the moment the 
freighter shot out of the enormous asteroid. 

From that moment, the Imperial ship renewed its pursuit of the 
freighter with a blinding barrage of fire. Undaunted by the steady 
rain of asteroids on its massive hull, the Star Destroyer 
relentlessly followed the smaller ship. 

The Millennium Falcon, far more maneuverable than the other 
ship, darted around the larger asteroids as they came rocketing 
toward it. The Falcon was succeeding in holding its lead in front 
of the Avenger, but it was clear that the steadily pursuing ship 
was not about to abandon the chase. 

Suddenly a gigantic asteroid appeared in the Millennium 
Falcon’s path, rushing toward the freighter at incredible speed. 
The ship quickly banked out of the way, and the asteroid hurtled 
past it, only to explode harmlessly against the Avenger’s hull. 

Han Solo glimpsed the explosion’s flare through the front 
window of his ship’s cockpit. The craft that followed them 
seemed absolutely invulnerable; but he had no time to reflect on 
the differences between the ships. It took everything in his power 
to maintain control of the Falcon as it was pelted by Imperial 
cannon fire. 


Princess Leia tensely watched the asteroids and cannon fire 
flaring in the blackness of space outside the cockpit windows. Her 
fingers had tightened on the arms of her chair. Silently she hoped 
against hope that they would emerge from this chase alive. 

Carefully following the bleeping images on a tracking scope, 
See-Threepio turned to Han. “I can see the edge of the asteroid 
field, sir,” he reported. 

“Good,” Han replied. “Soon as we’re clear, we'll kick this baby 
into hyperdrive.” He was confident that within moments the 
pursuing Star Destroyer would be left light-years behind. The 
repairs in the freighter’s light-speed systems had been completed, 
and there was nothing left to do now but get the ship free of the 
asteroid field and into space, where it could blast away to safety. 

There was an excited Wookiee bark as Chewbacca, looking out 
a cockpit window, saw that the asteroid density was already 
decreasing. But their escape could not yet be completed, for the 
Avenger was closing in, and the bolts from its laser cannons 
bombarded the Falcon, making it lurch and carom to one side. 

Han rapidly adjusted the controls and brought his ship back on 
an even keel. And in the next instant, the Falcon zoomed out of 
the asteroid field and entered the peaceful, star-dotted silence of 
deep space. Chewbacca whined, joyful that they were at last out 
of the deadly field—but eager to leave the Star Destroyer far 
behind. 

“Pm with you, Chewie,” Han responded. “Let’s vacate the area. 
Stand by for light-speed. This time they get the surprise. Hang 
on...” 

Everyone braced himself as Han pulled back on the light-speed 
throttle. But it was the crew of the Millennium Falcon, and mostly 
the captain himself, that got the surprise, once again— 

—nothing happened. 

Nothing! 

Han frantically pulled back the throttle again. 

The ship maintained its sublight speed. 

“This isn’t fair!” he exclaimed, beginning to panic. 

Chewbacca was furious. It was rare that he lost his temper with 
his friend and captain. But now he was exasperated and roared 
his fury in angry Wookiee growls and barks. 

“Couldn’t be,” Han replied defensively, as he looked at his 
computer screens and quickly noted their readings. “I checked the 


transfer circuits.” 

Chewbacca barked again. 

“T tell you, this time it’s not my fault. I’m sure I checked it.” 

Leia sighed deeply. “No light-speed?” she asked in a tone that 
indicated she had expected this catastrophe, too. 

“Sir,” See-Threepio interjected, “we’ve lost the rear deflector 
shield. One more direct hit on the back quarter and we’re done 
for.” 

“Well,” Leia said, as she glared at the captain of the Millennium 
Falcon, “what now?” 

Han realized he had only one choice. There was no time to plan 
or to check computer readouts, not with the Avenger already out 
of the asteroid field and rapidly gaining on them. He had to make 
a decision based on instinct and hope. They really had no 
alternative. 

“Sharp bank, Chewie,” he ordered and pulled back a lever as he 
looked at his copilot. “Let’s turn this bucket around.” 

Not even Chewbacca could fathom what Han had in mind. He 
barked in bewilderment—perhaps he hadn’t heard the order quite 
right. 

“You heard me!” Han yelled. “Turn around! Full power front 
shield!” This time there was no mistaking his command and, 
though Chewbacca couldn’t comprehend the suicidal maneuver, 
he obeyed. 

The princess was flabbergasted. “You’re going to attack them!” 
she stammered in disbelief. There wasn’t a chance of survival 
now, she thought. Was it possible that Han really was crazy? 

Threepio, after running some calculations through his 
computer brain, turned to Han Solo. “Sir, if I might point out, the 
odds of surviving a direct assault on an Imperial Star Destroyer 
are—” 

Chewbacca snarled at the golden droid, and Threepio 
immediately shut up. No one on board really wanted to hear the 
statistics, especially since the Falcon was already banking into a 
steep turn to begin its course into the erupting storm of Imperial 
cannon fire. 

Solo concentrated intently on his flying. It was all he could do 
to avoid the barrage of flak bursts rocketing toward the Falcon 
from the Imperial ship. The freighter bobbed and weaved as Han, 
still heading directly for the Star Destroyer, steered to avoid the 


bolts. 
No one on his tiny ship had the slightest idea what his plan 
might be. 


“He’s coming in too low!” the Imperial deck officer shouted, 
though he scarcely believed what he was seeing. 


Captain Needa and the Star Destroyer crew rushed to the 
Avenger’s bridge to watch the suicidal approach of the Millennium 
Falcon, while alarms blared all over the vast Imperial ship. A 
small freighter could not do much damage if it collided against a 
Star Destroyer’s hull; but if it smashed through the bridge 
windows, the control deck would be littered with corpses. 

The panicked tracking officer reported his sighting. “We’re 
going to collide!” 

“Shields up?” Captain Needa asked. “He must be insane!” 

“Look out!” the deck officer yelled. 

The Falcon was headed straight for the bridge window and the 
Avenger crew and officers fell to the floor in terror. But at the last 
instant, the freighter veered up sharply. Then— 

Captain Needa and his men slowly lifted their heads. All they 
saw outside the bridge windows was a peaceful ocean of stars. 

“Track them,” Captain Needa ordered. “They may come around 
for another pass.” 

The tracking officer attempted to find the freighter on his 
scopes. But there was nothing to find. 

“That’s strange,” he muttered. 

“What is it?” Needa asked, walking over to look at the tracking 
monitors for himself. 

“The ship doesn’t appear on any of our scopes.” 

The captain was perplexed. “It couldn’t have disappeared. 
Could a ship that small have a cloaking device?” 

“No, sir,” the deck officer answered. “Maybe they went into 
light-speed at the last minute.” 

Captain Needa felt his anger mounting at about the same rate 
as his befuddlement. “Then why did they attack? They could have 
gone into hyperspace when they cleared the asteroid field.” 

“Well, there’s no trace of them, sir, no matter how they did it,” 
the tracking officer replied, still unable to locate the Millennium 
Falcon on his viewers. “The only logical explanation is that they 


went into light-speed.” 

The captain was staggered. How had that crate of a ship eluded 
him? 

An aide approached. “Sir, Lord Vader demands an update on 
the pursuit,” he reported. “What should he be told?” 

Needa braced himself. Letting the Millennium Falcon get away 
when it was so close was an unforgivable error, and he knew he 
had to face Vader and report his failure. He felt resigned to 
whatever punishment waited in store for him. 

“I am responsible for this,” he said. “Get the shuttle ready. 
When we rendezvous with Lord Vader, I will apologize to him 
myself. Turn around and scan the area one more time.” 

Then, like a living behemoth, the great Avenger slowly began to 
turn; but there was still no sign of the Millennium Falcon. 


The two glowing balls hovered like alien fireflies above Luke’s 
body lying motionless in the mud. Standing protectively next to 
his fallen master, a little barrel-shaped droid periodically 
extended a mechanical appendage to swat at the dancing objects 
as if they were mosquitoes. But the hovering balls of light leaped 
just out of the robot’s reach. 


Artoo-Detoo leaned over Luke’s inert body and whistled in an 
effort to revive him. But Luke, stunned unconscious by the 
charges of these energy balls, did not respond. The robot turned 
to Yoda, who was sitting calmly on a tree stump, and angrily 
began to beep and scold the little Jedi Master. 

Getting no sympathy from him, Artoo turned back to Luke. His 
electronic circuits told him there was no use trying to wake Luke 
with his little noises. An emergency rescue system was activated 
within his metal hull and Artoo extended a small metal electrode 
and rested it on Luke’s chest. Uttering a quiet beep of concern, 
Artoo generated a mild electrical charge, just strong enough to 
jolt Luke back to consciousness. The youth’s chest heaved, and he 
awoke with a start. 

Looking dazed, the young Jedi student shook his head clear. He 
looked around him, rubbing his shoulders to ease the ache from 
Yoda’s seeker balls’ attack. Glimpsing the seekers still suspended 
over him, Luke scowled. Then he heard Yoda chuckling merrily 
nearby, and turned his glare on him. 


“Concentration, heh?” Yoda laughed, his lined face creased 
with enjoyment. “Concentration!” 

Luke was in no mood to return his smile. “I thought those 
seekers were set for stun!” he exclaimed angrily. 

“That they are,” the amused Yoda answered. 

“They’re a lot stronger than I’m used to.” Luke’s shoulder ached 
painfully. 

“That would not matter were the Force flowing through you,” 
Yoda reasoned. “Higher you’d jump! Faster you’d move!” he 
exclaimed. “Open yourself to the Force you must.” 

The youth was beginning to feel exasperated with his arduous 
training, although he had only been at it a short time. He had felt 
very close to knowing the Force—but so many times he had failed 
and had realized how very far away it was from him still. But 
now Yoda’s goading words made him spring to his feet. He was 
tired of waiting so long for this power, weary at his lack of 
success, and increasingly infuriated by Yoda’s cryptic teachings. 

Luke grabbed his laser sword from the mud and quickly ignited 
it. 

Terrified, Artoo-Detoo scurried away to safety. 

“Pm open to it now!” Luke shouted. “I feel it. Come on, you 
little flying blasters!” With fire in his eyes, Luke poised his 
weapon and moved toward the seekers. Immediately they zipped 
away and retreated to hover over Yoda. 

“No, no,” the Jedi Master scolded, shaking his hoary head. 
“This will not do. Anger is what you feel.” 

“But I feel the Force!” Luke protested vehemently. 

“Anger, anger, fear, aggression!” Yoda warned. “The dark side 
of the Force are they. Easily they flow ... quick to join in a fight. 
Beware, beware, beware of them. A heavy price is paid for the 
power they bring.” 

Luke lowered his sword and stared at Yoda in confusion. 
“Price?” he asked. “What do you mean?” 

“The dark side beckons,” Yoda said dramatically. “But if once 
start you down the dark path, forever will it dominate your 
destiny. Consume you it will ... as it did Obi-Wan’s apprentice.” 

Luke nodded. He knew who Yoda meant. “Lord Vader,” he 
said. After he thought for a moment, Luke asked, “Is the dark side 
stronger?” 

“No, no. Easier, quicker, more seductive.” 


“But how am I to know the good side from the bad?” he asked, 
puzzled. 

“You will know,” Yoda answered. “When you are at 
peace ... calm, passive. A Jedi uses the Force for knowledge. 
Never for attack.” 

“But tell me why—” Luke began. 

“No! There is no why. Nothing more will I tell you. Clear your 
mind of questions. Quiet now be—at peace...” Yoda’s voice 
trailed off, but his words had a hypnotic effect on Luke. The 
young student stopped protesting and began to feel peaceful, his 
body and mind relaxing. 

“Yes ...” Yoda murmured, “calm.” 

Slowly Luke’s eyes closed as he let his mind clear of distracting 
thoughts. 

“Passive ...” 

Luke heard Yoda’s soothing voice as it entered the receptive 
darkness of his mind. He willed himself to travel along with the 
master’s words to wherever they might lead. 

“Let yourself go ...” 

When Yoda perceived that Luke was as relaxed as the young 
student could be at this stage, he made the tiniest of gestures. As 
he did, the two seeker balls above his head shot toward Luke, 
firing stun bolts as they moved. 

In that instant Luke sprang to life and ignited his laser sword. 
He leaped to his feet and, with pure concentration, began 
deflecting the bolts as they spun toward him. Fearlessly he faced 
the attack, and moved and dodged with extreme grace. His leaps 
into the air, as he jumped to meet the bolts, were higher than any 
he had achieved before. Luke wasted not a single motion as he 
concentrated only on every bolt as it sped his way. 

Then, as suddenly as it had begun, the seeker attack was over. 
The glowing balls returned to hover on either side of their 
master’s head. 

Artoo-Detoo, the ever-patient observer, let out an electronic 
sigh and shook his metal dome-head. 

Grinning proudly, Luke looked toward Yoda. 

“Much progress do you make, young one,” the Jedi Master 
confirmed. “Stronger do you grow.” But the little instructor 
would not compliment him more than that. 

Luke was full of pride at his marvelous achievement. He 


watched Yoda, expectantly waiting for further praise from him. 
But Yoda did not move or speak. He sat calmly—and then two 
more seeker balls floated up behind him and moved into 
formation with the first two. 

Luke Skywalker’s grin began to melt away. 


A pair of white-armored stormtroopers lifted Captain Needa’s 
lifeless form from the floor of Darth Vader’s Imperial Star 
Destroyer. 


Needa had known that death was the likely consequence of his 
failure to capture the Millennium Falcon. He had known, too, that 
he had to report the situation to Vader and make his formal 
apology. But there was no mercy for failure among the Imperial 
military. And Vader, in disgust, had signaled for the captain’s 
death. 

The Dark Lord turned, and Admiral Piett and two of his 
captains came to report their findings. “Lord Vader,” Piett said, 
“our ships have completed their scan of the area and found 
nothing. The Millennium Falcon definitely went into light-speed. 
It’s probably somewhere on the other side of the galaxy by now.” 

Vader hissed through his breath mask. “Alert all commands,” 
he ordered. “Calculate every possible destination along their last 
known trajectory and disburse the fleet to search for them. Don’t 
fail me again, Admiral, I’ve had quite enough!” 

Admiral Piett thought of the Avenger’s captain, whom he had 
just seen carried out of the room like a sack of grain. And he 
remembered the excruciating demise of Admiral Ozzel. “Yes, my 
lord,” he answered, trying to hide his fear. “We’ll find them.” 

Then the admiral turned to an aide. “Deploy the fleet,” he 
instructed. As the aide moved to carry out his orders, a shadow of 
worry crossed the admiral’s face. He was not at all certain that 
his luck would be any better than that of Ozzel or Needa. 


Lord Vader’s Imperial Star Destroyer regally moved off into 
space. Its protecting fleet of smaller craft hovered nearby as the 
Imperial armada left the Star Destroyer Avenger behind. 


No one on the Avenger or in Vader’s entire fleet had any idea 
how near they were to their prey. As the Avenger glided off into 


space to continue its search, it carried with it, clinging unnoticed 
to one side of the huge bridge tower, a saucer-shaped freighter 
ship—the Millennium Falcon. 

Inside the Falcon’s cockpit all was quiet. Han Solo had stopped 
his ship and shut down all systems so quickly that even the 
customarily talkative See-Threepio was silent. Threepio stood, not 
moving a rivet, a look of wonder frozen on his golden face. 

“You could have warned him before you shut him off,” Princess 
Leia said, looking at the droid that stood motionless like a 
bronzed statue. 

“Oh, so sorry!” Han said in mock concern. “Didn’t mean to 
offend your droid. You think braking and shutting everything 
down in that amount of time is easy?” 

Leia was dubious about Han’s entire strategy. “I’m still not sure 
what you’ve accomplished.” 

He shrugged off her doubt. She’ll find out soon enough, he 
thought; there just wasn’t any other choice. He turned to his 
copilot. “Chewie, check the manual release on the landing claws.” 

The Wookiee barked, then pulled himself out of his chair and 
moved toward the rear of the ship. 

Leia watched as Chewbacca proceeded to disengage the landing 
claws so that the ship could take off without mechanical delay. 

Shaking her head incredulously, she turned to Han. “What do 
you have in mind for your next move?” 

“The fleet is finally breaking up,” he answered as he pointed 
out a port window. “I’m hoping they follow standard Imperial 
procedure and dump their garbage before they go into light- 
speed.” 

The princess reflected on this strategy for a moment, and then 
began to smile. This crazy man might know what he was doing 
after all. Impressed, she patted him on the head. “Not bad, hot 
shot, not bad. Then what?” 

“Then,” Han said, “we have to find a safe port around here. Got 
any ideas?” 

“That depends. Where are we?” 

“Here,” Han said, pointing to a configuration of small light 
points, “near the Anoat system.” 

Slipping out of her chair, Leia moved next to him for a better 
look at the screen. 

“Funny,” Han said after thinking for a moment, “I have the 


feeling I’ve been in this area before. Let me check my logs.” 

“You keep logs?” Leia was more impressed by the minute. “My, 
how organized,” she teased. 

“Well, sometimes,” he answered as he hunted through the 
computer readout. “Ah-ha, I knew it! Lando—now this should be 
interesting.” 

“T never heard of that system,” said Leia. 

“Tt’s not a system. He’s a man, Lando Calrissian. A gambler, con 
artist, all-around scoundrel,” he paused long enough for the last 
word to sink in, and gave the princess a wink, “... your kind of 
guy. The Bespin system. It’s a fair distance but reachable.” 

Leia looked at one of the computer monitor screens and read 
the data. “A mining colony,” she noted. 

“A Tibanna gas mine,” Han added. “Lando won it in a sabacc 
match, or so he claims. Lando and I go way back.” 

“Can you trust him?” Leia asked. 

“No. But he has no love for the Empire, that much I know.” 

The Wookiee barked over the intercom. 

Quickly responding, Han flicked some switches to bring new 
information to the computer screens, and then stretched to look 
out the cockpit window. “I see it, Chewie, I see it,” he said. 
“Prepare for manual release.” Then, turning to the princess, Han 
said, “Here goes nothing, sweetheart.” He leaned back in his chair 
and smiled invitingly at her. 

Leia shook her head, then grinned shyly and gave him a quick 
kiss. “You do have your moments,” she reluctantly admitted. “Not 
many, but you have them.” 

Han was getting used to the  princess’s left-handed 
compliments, and he couldn’t say that he really minded them. 
More and more he was enjoying the fact that she shared his own 
sarcastic sense of humor. And he was fairly sure that she was 
enjoying it, too. 

“Let ’er go, Chewie,” he shouted gleefully. 


The hatch on the underbelly of the Avenger yawned open. And 
as the Imperial galactic cruiser zoomed into hyperspace, it 
spewed out its own belt of artificial asteroids—garbage and 
sections of irreparable machinery that scattered out into the black 
void of space. Hidden among that trail of refuse, the Millennium 


Falcon tumbled undetected off the side of the larger ship, and was 
left far behind as the Avenger streaked away. 


Safe at last, Han Solo thought. 

The Millennium Falcon ignited its ion engines, and raced off 
through the train of drifting space junk toward another system. 

But concealed among that scattered debris was another ship. 

And as the Falcon roared off to seek the Bespin system, this 
other ship ignited its own engines. Boba Fett, the most notorious 
and dreaded bounty hunter in the galaxy, turned his small, 
elephant’s-head-shaped craft, Slave I, to begin its pursuit. For 
Boba Fett had no intention of losing sight of the Millennium 
Falcon. Its pilot had too high a price on his head. And this was 
one reward that the fearsome bounty hunter was quite 
determined to collect. 


Luke felt that he was definitely progressing. 


He ran through the jungle—with Yoda perched on his neck— 
and leaped with gazellelike grace over the profusion of foliage 
and tree roots growing throughout the bog. 

Luke had at last begun to detach himself from the emotion of 
pride. He felt unburdened, and was finally open to experience 
fully the flow of the Force. 

When his diminutive instructor threw a silver bar above Luke’s 
head, the young Jedi student reacted instantly. In a flash he 
turned to slice the bar into four shiny segments before it fell to 
the ground. 

Yoda was pleased and smiled at Luke’s accomplishment. “Four 
this time! The Force you feel.” 

But Luke was suddenly distracted. He sensed something 
dangerous, something evil. “Something’s not right,” he said to 
Yoda. “I feel danger ... death.” 

He looked around him, trying to see what it was that emitted 
so powerful an aura. As he turned he saw a huge, tangled tree, its 
blackened bark dry and crumbling. The base of the tree was 
surrounded by a small pond of water, where the gigantic roots 
had grown to form the opening to a darkly sinister cave. 

Luke gently lifted Yoda from his neck and set him on the 
ground. Transfixed, the Jedi student stared at the dark 
monstrosity. Breathing hard, he found himself unable to speak. 


“You brought me here purposely,” Luke said at last. 

Yoda sat on a tangled root and put his Gimer Stick in his 
mouth. Calmly looking at Luke, he said nothing. 

Luke shivered. “I feel cold,” he said, still gazing at the tree. 

“This tree is strong with the dark side of the Force. A servant of 
evil it is. Into it you must go.” 

Luke felt a tremor of apprehension. “What’s in there?” 

“Only what you take with you,” Yoda said cryptically. 

Luke looked warily at Yoda, and then at the tree. He silently 
resolved to take his courage, his willingness to learn, and step 
within that darkness to face whatever it was that awaited him. He 
would take nothing more than— 

No. He would also bring his lightsaber. 

Lighting his weapon, Luke stepped through the shallow waters 
of the pond and toward the dark opening between those great 
and foreboding roots. 

But the Jedi Master’s voice stopped him. 

“Your weapon,” Yoda reproved. “You won’t need it.” 

Luke paused and looked again at the tree. Go into that evil 
cave completely unarmed? As skilled as Luke was becoming, he 
did not feel quite equal to that test. He gripped his saber tighter 
and shook his head. 

Yoda shrugged and placidly gnawed his Gimer Stick. 

Taking a deep breath, Luke cautiously stepped into the 
grotesque tree cave. 

The dark inside the cave was so thick that Luke could feel it 
against his skin, so black that the light thrown by his laser sword 
was quickly absorbed and illuminated scarcely more than a meter 
in front of him. As he slowly moved forward, slimy, dripping 
things brushed against his face and the moisture from the soggy 
cave floor began to seep into his boots. 

As he pushed through the blackness, his eyes began to grow 
accustomed to the dark. He saw a corridor before him, but as he 
moved toward it, he was surprised by a thick, sticky membrane 
that completely enveloped him. Like the web of some gigantic 
spider, the mass clung tightly to Luke’s body. Thrashing at it with 
his lightsaber, Luke finally managed to disentangle himself and 
clear a path ahead. 

He held his glowing sword in front of him and noticed an 
object on the cave floor. Pointing his lightsaber downward, Luke 


illuminated a black, shiny beetle the size of his hand. In an 
instant, the thing scurried up the slimy wall to join a cluster of its 
mates. 

Luke caught his breath and stepped back. At that moment he 
considered hunting for the exit—but he braced himself and 
ventured still deeper into the dark chamber. 

He felt the space about him widen as he moved forward, using 
his lightsaber as a dim beacon. He strained to see in the darkness, 
trying his best to hear. But there was no sound at all. Nothing. 

Then, a very loud hiss. 

The sound was familiar. He froze where he stood. He had heard 
that hiss even in his nightmares; it was the labored breath of a 
thing that had once been a man. 

Out of the darkness a light appeared—the blue flame of a just- 
ignited laser sword. In its illumination Luke saw the looming 
figure of Darth Vader raise his lighted weapon to attack, and then 
lunge. 

Prepared by his disciplined Jedi training, Luke was ready. He 
raised his own lightsaber and perfectly sidestepped Vader’s 
attack. In the same movement, Luke turned to Vader and, with 
his mind and body completely focused, the youth summoned the 
Force. Feeling its power within him, Luke raised his laser weapon 
and brought it crashing down on Vader’s head. 

With one powerful stroke, the Dark Lord’s head was severed 
from his body. Head and helmet crashed to the ground and rolled 
about the cave floor with a loud metallic bang. As Luke watched 
in astonishment, Vader’s body was completely swallowed up by 
the darkness. Then Luke looked down at the helmet that had 
come to rest directly in front of him. For a moment it was 
completely still. Then the helmet cracked in half and split open. 

As Luke watched in shocked disbelief, the broken helmet fell 
aside to reveal, not the unknown, imagined face of Darth Vader, 
but Luke’s own face, looking up at him. 

He gasped, horrified at the sight. And then, as suddenly as it 
had appeared, the decapitated head faded away as if in a ghostly 
vision. 

Luke stared at the dark space where the head and pieces of 
helmet had lain. His mind reeled, the emotions that raged inside 
of him were almost too much to bear. 

The tree! he told himself. It was all some trick of this ugly cave, 


some charade of Yoda’s, arranged because he had come into the 
tree carrying a weapon. 

He wondered if he were really fighting himself, or if he had 
fallen prey to the temptations of the dark side of the Force. He 
might himself become a figure as evil as Darth Vader. And he 
wondered if there might be some even darker meaning behind 
the unsettling vision. 

It was a long while before Luke Skywalker was able to move 
from that deep, dark cave. 

Meanwhile, sitting on the root, the little Jedi Master calmly 
gnawed his Gimer Stick. 


O XI 


IT was dawn on the gaseous Bespin planet. 

As the Millennium Falcon began its approach through the 
planet’s atmosphere, it soared past several of Bespin’s many 
moons. The planet itself glowed with the same soft pink hue of 
dawn that tinted the hull of the powerful pirate starship. As the 
ship neared, it swerved to avoid a billowing canyon of clouds that 
swirled up around the planet. 

When Han Solo finally lowered his ship through the clouds, he 
and his crew got their first glimpse of the gaseous world of 
Bespin. And as they maneuvered through the clouds, they noticed 
that they were being followed by some kind of flying vehicle. Han 
recognized the craft as a twin-pod cloud car but was surprised 
when the car began to bank close to his freighter. The Falcon 
suddenly lurched as a round of laser fire struck its hull. No one 
on the Falcon had expected this kind of greeting. 

The other craft transmitted a static-obscured message over the 
Falcon’s radio system. 

“No,” Han snarled in reply, “I do not have a landing permit. My 
registration is—” 

But his words were drowned out by a loud crackle of radio 
static. 


The twin-pod car was apparently not willing to accept static for 
a reply. Again it opened up fire on the Falcon, shaking and 
rattling the ship with each strike. 

A clear warning voice came over the freighter’s speakers: 
“Stand by. Any aggressive move will bring about your 
destruction.” 

At this point Han had no intention of making any aggressive 
moves. Bespin was their only hope of sanctuary, and he didn’t 
plan to alienate his prospective hosts. 

“Rather touchy, aren’t they?” the reactivated See-Threepio 
asked. 

“I thought you knew these people,” Leia chided, casting a 
suspicious look at Han. 

“Well,” the Corellian hedged, “it’s been a while.” 

Chewbacca growled and barked, shaking his head meaningfully 
at Han. 

“That was a long time ago,” he answered sharply. “I’m sure he’s 
forgotten all about it.” But he began to wonder if Lando had 
forgotten the past ... 

“Permission granted to land on Platform 327. Any deviation of 
flight pattern will bring about your—” 

Angrily, Han switched off the radio. Why was he being put 
through this harassment? He was coming here peacefully; wasn’t 
Lando going to let bygones be bygones? Chewbacca grunted and 
glanced at Solo, who turned to Leia and her worried robot. “He’ll 
help us,” he said, trying to reassure them all. “We go way 
back ... really. Don’t worry.” 

“Who’s worried?” she lied unconvincingly. 

By then they could clearly see the Cloud City of Bespin through 
the cockpit window. The city was immense and seemed to float in 
the clouds as it emerged through the white atmosphere. As the 
Millennium Falcon approached the city, it became evident that the 
expansive city structure was supported from below by a thin 
unipod. The base of this supporting stalk was a large round 
reactor that floated through its billowing sea of clouds. 

The Millennium Falcon dipped closer to the huge city and 
veered in the direction of its landing platforms, flying past the 
rising towers and spires that dotted the city’s landscape. In and 
about these structures cruised more of the twin-pod cloud cars, 
gliding effortlessly through the mists. 


Han gently brought the Falcon in to land on Platform 327; and 
as the ship’s ion engines whined to a stop, the captain and his 
crew could see the welcoming party moving toward the landing 
platform with weapons drawn. Like any cross-section of the 
citizenry of Cloud City, this group included aliens, droids, and 
humans of all races and descriptions. One of these humans was 
the group’s leader, Lando Calrissian. 

Lando, a handsome black man perhaps the same age as Solo, 
was clad in elegant gray pants, blue shirt, and a flowing blue 
cape. He stood, unsmiling, on Landing Platform 327, waiting for 
the Falcon’s crew to disembark. 

Han Solo and Princess Leia appeared at the open door of their 
ship, with blasters drawn. Standing behind them was the giant 
Wookiee, his gun in hand and a bandoleer of ammunition packs 
slung over his left shoulder. 

Han didn’t speak but quietly surveyed the menacing welcoming 
party that was marching across the platform toward them. An 
early morning wind began to sweep along the ground, making 
Lando’s cloak fly up behind him like enormous deep blue wings. 

“T don’t like this,” Leia whispered to Han. 

He didn’t much like it either, but he wasn’t going to let the 
princess know that. “It'll be all right,” he said quietly. “Trust me.” 
Then, cautioning her, he added, “But keep your eyes open. Wait 
here.” 

Han and Chewbacca left Leia guarding the Falcon and they 
walked down the ramp to face Calrissian and his motley army. 
The two parties moved toward each other until Han and 
Calrissian stopped, three meters apart, to face each other. For a 
long moment, each one eyed the other silently. 

Finally Calrissian spoke, shaking his head and squinting at Han. 
“Why, you slimy, double-crossing, no-good swindler,” he said 
grimly. 

“I can explain everything, ol’ buddy,” Han said quickly, “if 
you'll just listen.” 

Still unsmiling, Lando surprised alien and human alike when he 
said, “Glad to see you.” 

Han lifted an eyebrow skeptically. “No hard feelings?” 

“Are you kidding?” Lando asked coolly. 

Han was becoming nervous. Had he been forgiven or not? The 
guards and aides still had not lowered their weapons, and Lando’s 


attitude was mystifying. Trying to conceal his worry, Han 
remarked gallantly, “I always said you were a gentleman.” 

With that, the other man broke into a grin. “Pll bet,” he 
chuckled. 

Han laughed in relief, as the two old friends at last embraced 
each other like the long-lost accomplices they were. 

Lando waved at the Wookiee, standing behind his boss. “How 
you doing, Chewbacca?” he asked amiably. “Still wasting your 
time with this clown, eh?” 

The Wookiee growled a reserved greeting. 

Calrissian was not certain what to make of that growl. “Right,” 
he half-smiled, looking uncomfortable. But his attention was 
distracted from this shaggy mass of muscle and hair when he saw 
Leia beginning to walk down the ramp. This lovely vision was 
followed closely by her protocol droid, who cautiously glanced 
around as they walked toward Lando and Han. 

“Hello! What have we here?” Calrissian welcomed her 
admiringly. “I am Lando Calrissian, administrator of this facility. 
And who might you be?” 

The princess remained coolly polite. “You may call me Leia,” 
she replied. 

Lando bowed formally and gently kissed the princess’s hand. 

“And I,” her robot companion said, introducing himself to the 
administrator, “am See-Threepio, human-cyborg relations, at your 

But before Threepio could finish his little speech, Han draped 
one arm about Lando’s shoulder and steered him away from the 
princess. “She’s traveling with me, Lando,” he advised his old 
friend, “and I don’t intend to gamble her away. So you might as 
well forget she exists.” 

Lando looked longingly over his shoulder as he and Han began 
to walk across the landing platform, followed by Leia, Threepio, 
and Chewbacca. “That won’t be easy, my friend,” Lando said 
regretfully. 

Then he turned to Han. “What brings you here anyway?” 

“Repairs.” 

Mock panic spread across Lando’s face. “What have you done 
to my ship?” 

Grinning, Han glanced back at Leia. “Lando used to own the 
Falcon,” he explained. “And he sometimes forgets that he lost her 


fair and square.” 

Lando shrugged as he conceded to Han’s boastful claim. “That 
ship saved my life more than a few times. It’s the fastest hunk of 
junk in the galaxy. What’s wrong with her?” 

“Hyperdrive.” 

“TIl have my people get to work on it right away,” Lando said. 
“T hate the thought of the Millennium Falcon without her heart.” 

The group crossed the narrow bridge that joined the landing 
area to the city—and were instantly dazzled by its beauty. They 
saw numerous small plazas ringed by smooth-edged towers and 
spires and buildings. The structures that constituted Cloud City’s 
business and residential sections were gleaming white, shining 
brightly in the morning sun. Numerous alien races made up the 
city’s populace and many of these citizens leisurely walked 
through the spacious streets alongside the Falcon visitors. 

“How’s your mining operation going?” Han asked Lando. 

“Not as well as I’d like,” Calrissian answered. “We’re a small 
outpost and not very self-sufficient. I’ve had supply problems of 
every kind and ...” The administrator noticed Han’s amused grin. 
“What’s so funny?” 

“Nothing.” Then Han chuckled. “I never would have guessed 
that underneath that wild schemer I knew was a responsible 
leader and businessman.” Grudgingly, Han had to admit that he 
was impressed. “You wear it well.” 

Lando looked at his old friend reflectively. “Seeing you sure 
brings back a few memories.” He shook his head, smiling. “Yes, 
I’m responsible these days. It’s the price of success. And you know 
what, Han? You were right all along. It’s overrated.” 

Both burst out laughing, causing a head or two to turn as the 
group moved through the city walkways. 

See-Threepio lagged a bit behind, fascinated by the bustling 
alien crowds in the Cloud City streets, the floating cars, the 
fabulous, fanciful buildings. He turned his head back and forth, 
trying to register it all in his computer circuits. 

As the golden droid gawked at the new sights, he passed a door 
facing the walkway. Hearing it open, he turned to see a silver 
Threepio unit emerging and stopped to watch the other robot 
move away. While Threepio paused there, he heard a muffled 
beeping and whistling coming from behind the door. 

He peeked in and saw a familiar-looking droid sitting in the 


anteroom. “Oh, an R2 unit!” he chirped in delight. “Pd almost 
forgotten what they sound like.” 

Threepio moved through the doorway and walked into the 
room. Instantly he sensed that he and the R2 unit were not alone. 
He threw his golden arms up in surprise, the expression of 
wonder on his gilded faceplate frozen in place. “Oh, my!” he 
exclaimed. “Those look like—” 

As he spoke, a rocketing laser bolt crashed into his metal chest, 
sending him flying in twenty directions around the room. His 
bronzed arms and legs crashed against the walls and settled in a 
smoldering heap with the rest of his mechanical body. 

Behind him, the door slammed shut. 

Some distance away, Lando guided the small group into his hall 
of offices, pointing out objects of interest as they moved through 
the white corridors. None of them had noticed Threepio’s absence 
as they walked along, discussing life in Bespin. 

But Chewbacca suddenly stopped and curiously sniffed the air 
as he looked behind him. Then he shrugged his huge shoulders 
and continued to follow the others. 


Luke was perfectly calm. Even his present position did not 
make him feel tense or strained or unsure, or any of the negative 
things he used to feel when he first attempted this feat. He stood, 
perfectly balanced on one hand. He knew the Force was with 
him. 

His patient master, Yoda, sat calmly on the soles of Luke’s 
upturned feet. Luke concentrated serenely on his task and all at 
once he lifted four fingers from the ground. His balance 
undisturbed, he held his upside-down position—on one thumb. 

Luke’s determination had made him a quick study. He was 
eager to learn and was undaunted by the tests Yoda had devised 
for him. And now he felt confident that when he finally left this 
planet, it would be as a full-fledged Jedi Knight prepared to fight 
only for the noblest of causes. 

Luke was rapidly growing stronger with the Force and, indeed, 
was accomplishing miracles. Yoda grew more pleased with his 
apprentice’s progress. Once, while Yoda stood watching nearby, 
Luke used the Force to lift two large equipment cases and 
suspend them in midair. Yoda was pleased, but noticed Artoo- 


Detoo observing this apparent impossibility and emitting 
electronic beeps of disbelief. The Jedi Master raised his hand and, 
with the Force, lifted the little droid off the ground. 

Artoo hovered, his baffled internal circuits and sensors trying 
to detect the unseen power that held him suspended in the air. 
And suddenly the invisible hand played still another joke on him: 
While hanging in midair, the little robot was abruptly turned 
upside down. His white legs kicked desperately and his dome 
head spun helplessly around. When Yoda finally lowered his 
hand, the droid, along with two supply cases, began to drop. But 
only the boxes smashed against the ground. Artoo remained 
suspended in space. 

Turning his head, Artoo perceived his young master, standing 
with hand extended, preventing Artoo from a fatal tumble. 

Yoda shook his head, impressed by his student’s quick thinking 
and by his control. 

Yoda sprang onto Luke’s arm and the two of them turned back 
toward the house. But they had forgotten something: Artoo-Detoo 
was still hanging in the air, beeping and whistling frantically, 
trying to get their attention. Yoda was merely playing another 
joke on the fretful droid, and as Yoda and Luke strolled away, 
Artoo heard the Jedi Master’s bell-like laugh float in gay peals 
behind him as the droid slowly lowered to the ground. 


xk wk x 


Some time later, as dusk crept through the dense foliage of the 
bog, Artoo was cleaning the X-wing’s hull. Through a hose that 
ran from the pond to an orifice in his side, the robot sprayed 
down the ship with a powerful stream of water. And while he 
worked, Luke and Yoda sat in the clearing, Luke’s eyes closed in 
concentration. 

“Be calm,” Yoda told him. “Through the Force things you will 
see: other places, other thoughts, the future, the past, old friends 
long gone.” 

Luke was losing himself as he concentrated on Yoda’s words. 
He was becoming unaware of his body and let his consciousness 
drift with the words of his master. 

“My mind fills with so many images.” 

“Control, control you must learn of what you see,” the Jedi 


Master instructed. “Not easy, not fast.” 

Luke closed his eyes, relaxed, and began to free his mind, 
began to control the images. At last there was something, not 
clear at first, but something white, amorphous. Gradually the 
image cleared. It seemed to be that of a city, a city that perhaps 
floated in a billowing white sea. 

“T see a city in the clouds,” he finally said. 

“Bespin,” Yoda identified it. “I see it, too. Friends you have 
there, heh? Concentrate and see them you will.” 

Luke’s concentration intensified. And the city in the clouds 
became clearer. As he concentrated he was able to see forms, 
familiar forms of people he knew. 

“T see them!” Luke exclaimed, his eyes still shut. Then a sudden 
agony, of body and spirit, took hold of him. “They’re in pain. 
They’re suffering.” 

“It is the future you see,” the voice of Yoda explained. 

The future, Luke thought. Then the pain he had felt had not yet 
been inflicted on his friends. So perhaps the future was not 
unchangeable. 

“Will they die?” he asked his master. 

Yoda shook his head and shrugged gently. “Difficult to see. 
Always in motion is the future.” 

Luke opened his eyes again. He stood up and quickly began to 
gather his equipment. “They’re my friends,” he said, guessing that 
the Jedi Master might try to dissuade him from doing what he 
knew he must. 

“And therefore,” Yoda added, “decide you must how to serve 
them best. If you leave now, help them you would. But you 
would destroy all for which they have fought and suffered.” 

His words stopped Luke cold. The youth sank to the ground, 
feeling a shroud of gloom envelop him. Could he really destroy 
everything he had worked for and possibly also destroy his 
friends? But how could he not try to save them? 

Artoo perceived his master’s despair and rolled over to stand by 
him and provide what comfort he could. 


Chewbacca, who had grown concerned about See-Threepio, 
slipped away from Han Solo and the others and began hunting for 
the missing droid. All he had to follow were his keen Wookiee 


instincts as he wandered through the unfamiliar white 
passageways and corridors of Bespin. 


Following his senses, Chewbacca finally came upon an 
enormous room in a corridor on the outside of the Cloud City. He 
approached the entrance to the room and heard the clamor of 
metallic objects clattering together. Along with the clanging, he 
heard the low grunting of creatures he had never encountered 
before. 

The room he had found was a Cloud City junk room—the 
repository of all the city’s broken machines and other discarded 
metal junk. 

Standing amid the scattered pieces of metal and tangled wire 
were four hoglike creatures. White hair grew thickly on their 
heads and partially covered their wrinkled piggish faces. The 
humanoid beasts—called Ugnaughts on this planet—were busy 
separating the junked pieces of metal and casting them into a pit 
of molten metal. 

Chewbacca entered the room and saw that one of the 
Ugnaughts held a familiar-looking piece of golden metal. 

The piglike creature was already raising his arm to toss the 
severed metal leg into the sizzling pit when Chewbacca roared at 
him, barking desperately. The Ugnaught dropped the leg and ran, 
to cower in terror with his fellows. 

The Wookiee grabbed the metal leg and inspected it closely. He 
hadn’t been mistaken. And as he growled angrily at the huddled 
Ugnaughts, they shivered and grunted like a pack of frightened 


pigs. 


Sunlight streamed into the circular lounge of the apartments 
assigned to Han Solo and his group. The lounge was white and 
furnished simply, with a couch and a table and little of anything 
else. Each of the four sliding doors, placed along the circular 
wall, led to an adjoining apartment. 


Han leaned out the lounge’s large bay window to take in the 
panoramic view of Cloud City. The sight was breathtaking, even 
to such a jaded star jockey. He watched the flying cloud cars 
weave between the towering buildings, then looked down to see 
the people moving through the networks of streets below. The 
cool, clean air swept against his face, and, at least for the present, 


he felt as if he didn’t have a care in all the universe. 

A door behind him opened, and he turned to see Princess Leia 
standing in the entranceway to her apartment. She was stunning. 
Dressed in red with a cloud-white cloak flowing to the floor, Leia 
looked more beautiful than Han had ever seen her. Her long, dark 
hair was tied with ribbons and it softly framed her oval face. And 
she was looking at him, smiling at his astounded expression. 

“What are you staring at?” she asked, beginning to blush. 

“Who’s staring?” 

“You look silly,” she said, laughing. 

“You look great.” 

Leia looked away in embarrassment. “Has Threepio turned up 
yet?” she asked, trying to change the subject. 

Solo was taken off guard. “Huh? Oh. Chewie went to look for 
him. He’s been gone too long just to be lost.” He patted the softly 
cushioned sofa. “Come over here,” he beckoned. “I want to check 
this out.” 

She thought about his invitation for a moment, then walked 
over and sat next to him on the couch. Han was overjoyed at her 
apparent compliance and leaned over to put his arm around her. 
But just before he had quite succeeded, she spoke again. “I hope 
Luke made it to the fleet all right.” 

“Luke!” He was becoming exasperated. How hard did he have 
to play at this game of hard-to-get? It was her game, and her 
rules—but he had chosen to play. She was too lovely to resist. 
“Pm sure he’s fine,” Han said, soothingly. “Probably sitting 
around wondering what we’re doing right now.” 

He moved closer and put his arm around her shoulders, pulling 
her closer to him. She gazed at him invitingly, and he moved to 
kiss her— 

Just then one of the doors zapped open. Chewbacca lumbered 
in carrying a large packing case filled with disturbingly familiar 
metal parts—the remains, in bronzed bits and pieces, of See- 
Threepio. The Wookiee dropped the case on the table. Gesturing 
toward Han, he barked and growled in distress. 

“What happened?” Leia asked, moving closer to inspect the pile 
of disjointed parts. 

“He found Threepio in a junk room.” 

Leia gasped. “What a mess! Chewie, do you think you can 
repair him?” 


Chewbacca studied the collection of robot parts, then, looking 
back at the princess, shrugged his shoulders and howled. It 
looked to him like an impossible job. 

“Why don’t we just turn him over to Lando to fix?” Han 
suggested. 

“No thanks,” Leia answered, with a cold look in her eyes. 
“Something’s wrong here. Your friend Lando is very charming, 
but I don’t trust him.” 

“Well, I do trust him,” Han argued, defending his host. “Listen, 
sweetheart, I’m not going to have you accusing my friend of—” 

But he was interrupted by a buzz as a door slid open, and 
Lando Calrissian entered the lounge. Smiling cordially, he walked 
toward the small group. “Sorry, am I interrupting anything?” 

“Not really,” the princess said distantly. 

“My dear,” Lando said, ignoring her coldness toward him, 
“your beauty is unparalleled. Truly you belong here with us 
among the clouds.” 

She smiled icily. “Thanks.” 

“Would you care to join me for a little refreshment?” 

Han had to admit that he was a bit hungry. But for some reason 
he could not quite name, he felt a wave of suspicion about his 
friend flood over him. He didn’t remember Calrissian being quite 
so polite, quite so smooth. Perhaps Leia was correct in her 
suspicions ... 

His thoughts were interrupted by Chewbacca’s enthusiastic 
bark at the mention of food. The big Wookiee was licking his lips 
at the prospect of a hearty meal. 

“Everyone’s invited, of course,” Lando said. 

Leia took Lando’s proffered arm and, as the group moved 
toward the door, Calrissian glimpsed the box of golden robot 
parts. “Having problems with your droid?” he asked. 

Han and Leia exchanged a quick glance. If Han was going to 
ask for Lando’s help in repairing the droid, now was the moment. 
“An accident,” he grunted. “Nothing we can’t handle.” 

They left the lounge, leaving behind them the shattered 
remains of the protocol droid. 

The group strolled through the long white corridors and Leia 
walked between Han and Lando. Han wasn’t at all certain he 
liked the prospect of competing with Lando for Leia’s affections— 
especially under the circumstances. But they were dependent on 


Lando’s good graces now. They had no other choice. 

Joining them as they walked was Lando’s personal aide, a tall 
bald man dressed in a gray jacket with ballooning yellow sleeves. 
The aide wore a radio device that wrapped around the back of his 
head and covered both his ears. He walked along with 
Chewbacca a short distance behind Han, Leia, and Lando, and as 
they walked toward Lando’s dining hall, the administrator 
described the status of his planet’s government. 

“So you see,” Lando explained, “we are a free station and do 
not fall under the jurisdiction of the Empire.” 

“You’re part of the mining guild then?” Leia asked. 

“Not actually. Our operation is small enough not to be noticed. 
Much of our trade is, well ... unofficial.” 

They stepped onto a veranda that overlooked the spiraled top 
of Cloud City. From here they saw several flying cloud cars 
gracefully swooping around the beautiful spired buildings of the 
city. It was a spectacular view, and the visitors were very 
impressed. 

“Tt’s a lovely outpost,” Leia marveled. 

“Yes, we’re proud of it,” Lando replied. “You'll find the air 
quite special here... very stimulating.” He smiled at Leia 
meaningfully. “You could grow to like it.” 

Han didn’t miss Lando’s flirtatious glance—and he didn’t like it, 
either. “We don’t plan on staying that long,” he said brusquely. 

Leia raised an eyebrow and glanced mischievously at the now 
fuming Han Solo. “I find it most relaxing.” 

Lando chuckled, and led them from the veranda. They 
approached the dining hall with its massive closed doors and, as 
they paused in front of them, Chewbacca lifted his head and 
sniffed the air curiously. He turned and barked urgently at Han. 

“Not now, Chewie,” Han reproved, turning to Calrissian. 
“Lando, aren’t you afraid the Empire might eventually discover 
this little operation and shut you down?” 

“That’s always been the danger,” the administrator replied. “It’s 
loomed like a shadow over everything we’ve built here. But 
circumstances have developed which will insure security. You 
see, I’ve made a deal that will keep the Empire out of here 
forever.” 

With that the mighty doors slid open—and immediately Han 
understood just what that “deal” must have involved. At the far 


end of the huge banquet table stood the bounty hunter Boba Fett. 

Fett stood next to a chair that held the black essence of evil 
itself—Darth Vader. Slowly the Dark Lord rose to his full, 
menacing two-meter height. 

Han shot his meanest look at Lando. 

“Sorry, friend,” Lando said, sounding mildly apologetic. “I had 
no choice. They arrived right before you did.” 

“Pm sorry, too,” Han snapped. In that instant, he cleared his 
blaster from its holster, aimed it directly at the figure in black, 
and began to pump laser bolts Vader’s way. 

But the man who may have been the fastest draw in the galaxy 
was not fast enough to surprise Vader. Before those bolts zipped 
halfway across the table, the Dark Lord had lifted a gauntlet- 
protected hand and effortlessly deflected them so they exploded 
against the wall in a harmless spray of flying white shards. 

Astounded by what he had just seen, Han tried firing again. But 
before he could discharge another laser blast, something— 
something unseen yet incredibly strong—yanked the weapon 
from his hand and sent it flying into Vader’s grip. The raven 
figure calmly placed the weapon on top of the dining table. 

Hissing through his obsidian mask, the Dark Lord addressed his 
would-be assailant. “We would be honored if you joined us.” 


Artoo-Detoo felt the rain plunking on top of his metal dome as 
he trudged through the muddy puddles of the bog. He was 
headed for the sanctuary of Yoda’s little hut, and soon his optical 
sensors picked up the golden glow shining through its windows. 
As he neared the inviting house, he felt a robot’s relief that at last 
he would get out of this annoying, persistent rain. 


But when he tried to pass through the entrance he discovered 
that his inflexible droid body just could not get in; he tried from 
one angle, then from another. At last the perception that he was 
simply the wrong shape to get in seeped into his computer mind. 

He could scarcely believe his sensors. As he peered into the 
house, he scanned a busy figure, bustling about the kitchen, 
stirring steaming pots, chopping this and that, running back and 
forth. But the figure in Yoda’s tiny kitchen, doing Yoda’s kitchen 
tasks, was not the Jedi Master—but his apprentice. 

Yoda, it appeared from Artoo’s scan, was simply sitting back 


observing his young pupil from the adjacent room, and quietly 
smiling. Then suddenly, in the midst of all his kitchen activity, 
Luke paused, as if a painful vision had appeared before him. 

Yoda noticed Luke’s troubled look. As he watched his student, 
three glow-ball seekers appeared from behind Yoda and 
noiselessly shot through the air to attack the young Jedi from 
behind. Instantly Luke turned to face them, a pot lid in one hand 
and a spoon in the other. 

The seekers sent one rocketing bolt after another directly at 
Luke. But, with astounding skill, he warded off every one. He 
knocked one of the seekers toward the open door where Artoo 
stood watching his master’s performance. But the faithful droid 
saw the shining ball too late to avoid the bolt it shot at him. The 
impact knocked the shrieking robot onto the ground with a clunk 
that nearly shook loose his electronic insides. 

Later that evening, after the student had successfully passed a 
number of his teacher’s tests, a weary Luke Skywalker finally fell 
asleep on the ground outside Yoda’s house. He slept fitfully, 
tossing and softly moaning. His concerned droid stood by him, 
reaching out an extension arm and covering Luke with the 
blanket that had slipped halfway off. But when Artoo started to 
roll away, Luke began to groan and shudder as if in the grip of 
some horrible nightmare. 

Inside the house, Yoda heard the groans and hurried to his 
doorway. 

Luke awoke from his sleep with a start. Dazed, he looked about 
him, then saw his teacher worriedly watching him from his 
house. “I can’t keep the vision out of my head,” Luke told Yoda. 
“My friends ... they’re in trouble ... and I feel that—” 

“Luke, you must not go,” Yoda warned. 

“But Han and Leia will die if I don’t.” 

“You don’t know that.” It was the whispered voice of Ben, who 
was beginning to materialize before them. The dark-robed figure 
stood, a shimmering image, and told Luke, “Even Yoda cannot see 
their fate.” 

But Luke was deeply worried about his friends and was 
determined to do something. “I can help them!” he insisted. 

“Youre not ready yet,” Ben said gently. “You still have much to 
learn.” 

“I feel the Force,” Luke said. 


“But you cannot control it. This is a dangerous stage for you, 
Luke. You are now most susceptible to the temptations of the 
dark side.” 

“Yes, yes,” Yoda added. “To Obi-Wan you listen, young one. 
The tree. Remember your failure at the tree! Heh?” 

Painfully, Luke remembered, though he felt he had gained a 
great deal of strength and understanding in that experience. “I’ve 
learned much since then. And Ill return to finish. I promise that, 
master.” 

“You underestimate the Emperor,” Ben told him gravely. “It is 
you he wants. That is why your friends suffer.” 

“And that,” Luke said, “is why I must go.” 

Kenobi was firm. “I will not lose you to the Emperor as I once 
lost Vader.” 

“You won't.” 

“Only a fully trained Jedi Knight, with the Force as his ally, 
will conquer Vader and his Emperor,” Ben emphasized. “If you 
end your training now, if you choose the quick and easy path—as 
Vader did—you will become an agent of evil, and the galaxy will 
be plunged deeper into the abyss of hate and despair.” 

“Stopped they must be,” Yoda interjected. “Do you hear? On 
this all depends.” 

“You are the last Jedi, Luke. You are our only hope. Be 
patient.” 

“And sacrifice Han and Leia?” the youth asked incredulously. 

“If you honor what they fight for,” Yoda said, pausing for a 
long moment, “... yes!” 

Great anguish overcame Luke. He wasn’t certain that he could 
reconcile the advice of these two great mentors with his own 
feelings. His friends were in terrible danger, and of course he 
must save them. But his teachers thought he was not ready, that 
he might be too vulnerable to the powerful Vader and his 
Emperor, that he might bring harm to his friends and himself— 
and possibly be lost forever on the path of evil. 

Yet how could he fear these abstract things when Han and Leia 
were real and were suffering? How could he permit himself to 
fear possible danger to himself when his friends were presently in 
real danger of death? 

There was no longer any question in his mind as to what he 
had to do. 


It was dusk the next day on the bog planet when Artoo-Detoo 
settled himself into his nook behind the cockpit of Luke’s X-wing 
fighter. 


Yoda stood on one of the storage cases, watching Luke load the 
cases one by one into the fighter’s underbelly as he worked in the 
glow of the X-wing’s lights. 

“T cannot protect you, Luke,” the voice of Ben Kenobi came, as 
his robed figure took solid form. “If you choose to face Vader, 
you will do it alone. Once you’ve made this decision, I cannot 
interfere.” 

“T understand,” Luke replied calmly. Then, turning to his droid, 
he said, “Artoo, fire up the power converters.” 

Artoo, who had already unfastened the power couplings on the 
ship, whistled happily, grateful to be leaving this dismal bog 
world, which was certainly no place for a droid. 

“Luke,” Ben advised, “use the Force only for knowledge and for 
defense, not as a weapon. Don’t give in to hate or anger. They 
lead the way to the dark side.” 

Luke nodded, only half-listening. His mind was on the long 
journey and on the difficult tasks ahead of him. He must save his 
friends, whose lives were in danger because of him. He climbed 
into the cockpit, then looked at his little Jedi Master. 

Yoda was deeply concerned about his apprentice. “Strong is 
Vader,” he warned ominously. “Clouded is your fate. Mind what 
you have learned. Notice everything, everything! It can save you.” 

“I will, Master Yoda,” Luke assured him. “I will and I’ll be back 
to finish what I have begun. I give you my word!” 

Artoo closed the cockpit and Luke started the engines. 

Yoda and Obi-Wan Kenobi watched the X-wing gear its engines 
and begin to move away for takeoff. 

“Told you, I did,” Yoda said sorrowfully, as the sleek fighter 
craft began to lift into the misty heavens. “Reckless is he. Now 
things are going to worse.” 

“That boy is our last hope,” Ben Kenobi said, his voice heavy 
with emotion. 

“No,” Kenobi’s former teacher corrected with a knowing gleam 
in his large eyes, “there is another.” 

Yoda lifted his head toward the darkening sky where Luke’s 
ship was already a barely distinguishable point of light among the 
flickering stars. 


O XII 


CHEWBACCA thought he was going mad! 

The prison cell was flooded with hot, blinding light that seared 
his sensitive Wookiee eyes. Not even his huge hands and hairy 
arms, thrust up over his face, could entirely protect him from the 
glare. And to add to his misery, a high-pitched whistle blared into 
the cubicle, tormenting his keen sense of hearing. He roared in 
agony, but his guttural roars were drowned out by the piercing, 
screeching noise. 

The Wookiee paced back and forth within the confines of the 
cell. Moaning pitifully, he pounded at the thick walls in 
desperation, wanting someone, anyone, to come and free him. 
While he pounded, the whistle that had nearly exploded his 
eardrums suddenly stopped and the deluge of light flickered and 
went out. 

Chewbacca staggered back a step with the sudden absence of 
torture, and then moved to one of the cell walls to try to detect 
whether anyone was approaching to release him. But the thick 
walls revealed nothing and, maddened to a fury, Chewbacca 
slammed a giant fist against the wall. 

But the wall stood undamaged and as impenetrable as before, 
and Chewbacca realized it would take more than Wookiee brute 


strength to topple it. Despairing of his chances of breaking 
through the cell to freedom, Chewbacca shuffled toward the bed, 
where the box of 3PO parts had been placed. 

Idly at first, and then with more interest, the Wookiee began 
poking through the box. It dawned on him that it might be 
possible to repair the disjointed droid. Not only would doing so 
pass the time, but it might be helpful to have Threepio back in 
working condition. 

He picked up the golden head and gazed into its darkened eyes. 
He held the head and barked a few soliloquizing words as if to 
prepare the robot for the joy of re-entry into activity—or for the 
disappointment of Chewbacca’s possible failure to reconstruct 
him properly. 

Then, quite delicately for a creature of his size and strength, 
the giant Wookiee placed the staring head atop the bronzed torso. 
Tentatively he began experimenting with Threepio’s tangle of 
wires and circuits. His mechanical skills had previously only been 
tested in repairs on the Millennium Falcon, so he wasn’t at all 
certain he could complete the delicate task. Chewbacca jiggled 
and fiddled with the wires, baffled by this intricate mechanism, 
when suddenly Threepio’s eyes lit up. 

A whine came from inside the robot. It sounded vaguely like 
Threepio’s normal voice, but was so low and so slow that the 
words were unintelligible. 

“TImm_-peeeeer-eee-all-storr-mmm-trppp ...” 

Bewildered, Chewbacca scratched his furry head and studied 
the broken robot intently. An idea came to him and he tried 
switching one wire to another plug. Instantly Threepio began 
speaking in his normal voice. What he had to say sounded like 
words from a bad dream. 

“Chewbacca!” the head of See-Threepio cried. “Watch out, 
there are Imperial stormtroopers hidden in—” He paused, as if 
reliving the whole traumatic experience, and then he cried, “Oh, 
no! I’ve been shot!” 

Chewbacca shook his head in sympathy. All he could do at this 
point was try to put the rest of See-Threepio back together again. 


Quite possibly it was the first time Han Solo had ever 
screamed. Never had he endured such excruciating torment. He 


was strapped to a platform that angled away from the floor at 
approximately forty-five degrees. While he was strapped there, 
electric currents of searing power shot through his body at short 
intervals, each jolt more painfully powerful than the last. He 
squirmed to free himself but his agony was so severe that it was 
all he could do just to remain conscious. 


Standing near the torture rack, Darth Vader silently watched 
Han Solo’s ordeal. Seeming neither pleased nor displeased, he 
watched until he had seen enough, and then the Dark Lord turned 
his back on the writhing figure and left the cell, the door sliding 
behind him to muffle Solo’s anguished screams. 

Outside the torture chamber, Boba Fett waited for Lord Vader 
with Lando Calrissian and the administrator’s aide. 

With obvious disdain, Vader turned to Fett. “Bounty hunter,” 
Vader addressed the man in the black-marked silver helmet, “if 
you are waiting for your reward, you will wait until I have 
Skywalker.” 

The self-assured Boba Fett appeared unruffled by this news. “I 
am in no hurry, Lord Vader. My concern is that Captain Solo not 
be damaged. The reward from Jabba the Hut is double if he’s 
alive.” 

“His pain is considerable, bounty hunter,” Vader hissed, “but 
he will not be harmed.” 

“What about Leia and the Wookiee?” Lando asked with some 
concern. 

“You will find them well enough,” Vader answered. “But,” he 
added with unmistakable finality, “they must never again leave 
this city.” 

“That was never a condition of our agreement,” Calrissian 
urged. “Nor was giving Han to this bounty hunter.” 

“Perhaps you think you’re being treated unfairly,” Vader said 
sarcastically. 

“No,” Lando said, glancing at his aide. 

“Good,” Vader continued, adding a veiled threat. “It would be 
most unfortunate if I had to leave a permanent garrison here.” 

Bowing his head reverently, Lando Calrissian waited until 
Darth Vader had turned and swept into a waiting elevator with 
the silver-armored bounty hunter. Then, taking his aide with him, 
the administrator of Cloud City strode swiftly down a white- 
walled corridor. 


“This deal’s becoming worse all the time,” Lando complained. 

“Maybe you should have tried to negotiate with him,” the aide 
suggested. 

Lando looked at his aide grimly. He was beginning to realize 
that the deal with Darth Vader was giving nothing to him. And, 
beyond that, it was bringing harm to people he might have called 
friends. Finally, he said, low enough not to be heard by any of 
Vader’s spies, “I’ve got a bad feeling about this.” 


See-Threepio was at last beginning to feel something like his 
old self. 


The Wookiee had been busily working on reconnecting the 
droid’s many wires and internal circuits, and just now was 
beginning to figure out how to attach the limbs. So far he had 
reattached the head to the torso and had successfully completed 
connecting an arm. The rest of Threepio’s parts still lay on the 
table with wires and circuits hanging out of the severed joints. 

But, though the Wookiee was diligently working to complete 
his task, the golden droid began to complain vociferously. “Well, 
something’s not right,” he fussed, “because now I can’t see.” 

The patient Wookiee barked, and adjusted a wire in Threepio’s 
neck. At last the robot could see again and he breathed a little 
mechanical sigh of relief. “There now, that’s better.” 

But it wasn’t much better. When he cast his newly activated 
sensor gaze toward where his chest should be he saw—his back! 
“Wait—Oh, my. What have you done? I’m backwards!” Threepio 
sputtered. “You flea-bitten furball! Only an overgrown mophead 
like you would be stupid enough to put my head—” 

The Wookiee growled menacingly. He had forgotten what a 
complainer this droid was. And this cell was too small for him to 
listen to any more of that! Before Threepio knew what was 
happening to him, the Wookiee lumbered over and pulled a wire. 
Instantly the grumbling ceased, and the room became quiet 
again. 

Then there was a familiar scent nearing the cell. 

The Wookiee sniffed the air and hurried to the door. 

The cell door buzzed open and a ragged, exhausted Han Solo 
was shoved in by two Imperial stormtroopers. The troopers left 
and Chewbacca quickly moved to his friend, embracing him with 


relief. Han’s face was pale, with dark circles under his eyes. It 
seemed that he was on the verge of collapse, and Chewbacca 
barked his concern to his long-time companion. 

“No,” Han said wearily, “I’m all right. I’m all right.” 

The door opened once again, and Princess Leia was thrown into 
the cell by the stormtroopers. She was still dressed in her elegant 
cloak but, like Han, she looked tired and disheveled. 

When the stormtroopers left and the door slid shut behind 
them, Chewbacca helped Leia over to Han. The two gazed at one 
another with great emotion, then reached out and tightly 
embraced. After a moment they kissed tenderly. 

While Han still held her, Leia weakly asked him, “Why are they 
doing this? I can’t understand what they’re up to.” 

Han was as puzzled as she. “They had me howling on the scan 
grid, but they never asked me any questions.” 

Then the door slid open again, admitting Lando and two of his 
Cloud City guards. 

“Get out of here, Lando!” Han snarled. If he had felt stronger, 
he would have leaped up to attack his traitorous friend. 

“Shut up a minute and listen,” Lando snapped. “I’m doing what 
I can to make this easier for you.” 

“This ought to be good,” Han remarked caustically. 

“Vader has agreed to turn Leia and Chewie over to me,” 
explained Lando. “They’ll have to stay here, but at least they’ll be 
safe.” 

Leia gasped. “What about Han?” 

Lando looked solemnly at his friend. “I didn’t know you had a 
price on your head. Vader has given you to the bounty hunter.” 

The princess quickly looked at Han, concern flooding her eyes. 

“You don’t know much about much,” Han said to Calrissian, “if 
you think Vader won’t want us dead before all this is over.” 

“He doesn’t want you at all,” Lando said. “He’s after someone 
called Skywalker.” 

The two prisoners caught their breath at the casual mention of 
that name. 

Han seemed puzzled. “Luke? I don’t get it.” 

The princess’s mind was racing. All the facts were beginning to 
fit together into a terrible mosaic. In the past, Vader had wanted 
Leia because of her political importance in the war between 
Empire and Rebel Alliance. Now she was almost beneath his 


notice, useful only for one possible function. 

“Lord Vader has set a trap for him,” Lando added, “and—” 

Leia finished his statement. “We’re the bait.” 

“All this just to get the kid?” Han asked. “What’s so important 
about him?” 

“Don’t ask me, but he’s on his way.” 

“Luke’s coming here?” 

Lando Calrissian nodded. 

“You fixed us all pretty good,” Han growled, spitting his words 
at Lando, “—friend!” 

As he snarled that last, accusing word, Han Solo’s strength 
returned in a rush. He put all of his might into a punch that sent 
Lando reeling. Instantly the two former friends were engaged in a 
furious, close-quarters battle. Lando’s two guards moved closer to 
the two grappling opponents and began striking at Han with the 
butts of their laser rifles. One powerful blow struck Han on the 
chin and sent him flying across the room, blood streaming from 
his jaw. 

Chewbacca began to growl savagely and started for the guards. 
As they raised their laser weapons, Lando shouted, “Don’t shoot!” 

Bruised and winded, the administrator turned to Han. “I’ve 
done what I can for you,” he said. “I’m sorry it’s not better, but 
I’ve got my own problems.” Then turning to leave the cell, Lando 
Calrissian added, “I’ve already stuck my neck out farther than I 
should.” 

“Yeah,” Han Solo retorted, regaining his composure, “you’re a 
real hero.” 

When Lando had left with his guards, Leia and Chewbacca 
helped Han back to his feet and led him to one of the bunks. He 
eased his weary, battered body onto the bunk, and Leia took a 
piece of her cloak and began gently dabbing at his chin, cleaning 
off the oozing blood. 

As she did so, she started to chuckle softly. “You certainly have 
a way with people,” she teased. 


Artoo-Detoo’s head swiveled atop his barrellike body as his 
scanners perceived the star-studded void of the Bespin system. 

The speeding X-wing had just entered the system, and was 
swooping through black space like a great white bird. 


The R2 unit had a lot to communicate to his pilot. His 
electronic thoughts were tumbling out, one on top of the other, 
and were translated on the cockpit scope. 

The grim-faced Luke quickly responded to the first of Artoo’s 
urgent questions. “Yes,” Luke replied. “I’m sure Threepio is with 
them.” 

The little robot whistled an excited exclamation. 

“Just hold on,” Luke said patiently, “we’ll be there soon.” 

Artoo’s turning head perceived the regal clusters of stars, his 
innards warm and cheerful, as the X-wing continued like a 
celestial arrow toward a planet with a city in the clouds. 


Lando Calrissian and Darth Vader stood near the hydraulic 
platform that dominated the huge carbon-freezing chamber. The 
Dark Lord was quiet while aides hurried to prepare the room. 


The hydraulic platform was housed within a deep pit in the 
center of the chamber and was surrounded by countless steam 
pipes and enormous chemical tanks of varying shapes. 

Standing guard with laser rifles clutched in their hands were 
four armor-suited Imperial stormtroopers. 

Darth Vader turned to Calrissian after appraising the chamber. 
“The facility is crude,” he remarked, “but it should suit our 
needs.” 

One of Vader’s officers rushed to the Sith Lord’s side. “Lord 
Vader,” he reported, “ship approaching—xX-wing class.” 

“Good,” Vader said coldly. “Monitor Skywalker’s progress and 
allow him to land. We’ll have the chamber ready for him shortly.” 

“We only use this facility for carbon-freezing,” the 
administrator of Cloud City said nervously. “If you put him in 
there, it might kill him.” 

But Vader had already considered that possibility. He knew a 
way to find out just how powerful this freezing unit was. “I don’t 
wish the Emperor’s prize to be damaged. We'll test it first.” He 
caught the attention of one of his stormtroopers. “Bring in Solo,” 
the Dark Lord commanded. 

Lando quickly glanced at Vader. He hadn’t been prepared for 
the pure evil that was manifested in this terrifying being. 


The X-wing speedily made its descent, and began to pierce the 
dense cloud blanket enveloping the planet. 


Luke checked his monitor screens with growing concern. 
Maybe Artoo had more information than he was getting on his 
own panel. He tapped out a question to the robot. 

“You haven’t picked up any patrol ships?” 

Artoo-Detoo’s reply was negative. 

And so Luke, thoroughly convinced that his arrival was thus far 
undetected, pressed his ship onward, toward the city of his 
troubled vision. 


Six of the piglike Ugnaughts frantically prepared the carbon- 
freezing chamber for use, while Lando Calrissian and Darth Vader 
—now the true master of Cloud City—observed the hasty activity. 


As they scurried about the carbon-freezing platform, the 
Ugnaughts lowered a network of pipes—resembling some alien 
giant’s circulatory system—into the pit. They raised the carbonite 
hoses and hammered them into place. Then the six humanoids 
lifted the heavy coffinlike container and set it securely onto the 
platform. 

Boba Fett rushed in, leading a squad of six Imperial 
stormtroopers. The troopers shoved and pulled Han, Leia, and the 
Wookiee in front of them, forcing them to hurry into the 
chamber. Strapped to the Wookiee’s broad back was the partially 
reassembled See-Threepio, whose unattached arm and legs were 
roughly bundled against his gilded torso. The droid’s head, facing 
the opposite direction from Chewbacca’s, frantically turned 
around to try to see where they were going and what lay in store 
for them. 

Vader turned to the bounty hunter. “Put him in the carbon- 
freezing chamber.” 

“What if he doesn’t survive?” the calculating Boba Fett asked. 
“He is worth a lot to me.” 

“The Empire will compensate you for the loss,” Vader said 
succinctly. 

Anguished, Leia protested, “No!” 

Chewbacca threw back his maned head and gave out a 
bellowing Wookiee howl. Then he charged directly at the line of 
stormtroopers guarding Han. 


Screaming in panic, See-Threepio raised his one functioning 
arm to protect his face. 

“Wait!” the robot yelled. “What are you doing?” 

But the Wookiee wrestled and grappled with the troopers, 
undaunted by their number or by Threepio’s frightened shrieks. 

“Oh, no... Don’t hit me!” the droid begged, trying to protect 
his disassembled parts with his arm. “No! He doesn’t mean it! 
Calm down, you hairy fool!” 

More stormtroopers had come into the room and joined the 
fight. Some of the troopers began to club the Wookiee with the 
butts of their rifles, banging against Threepio in the process. 

“Ouch!” the droid screamed. “I didn’t do anything!” 

The stormtroopers had begun to overpower Chewbacca, and 
were about to smash him in the face with their weapons when, 
over the sounds of the fray, Han shouted, “Chewie, no! Stop it, 
Chewbacca!” 

Only Han Solo could deflect the maddened Wookiee from his 
battle. Straining against the hold of his guards, Han broke away 
from them and rushed over to break up the fight. 

Vader signaled his guards to let Han go and signaled the 
battling stormtroopers to stop the fight. 

Han gripped the massive forearms of his hairy friend to calm 
him down, then gave him a stern look. 

The flustered Threepio was still fussing and fuming. “Oh, 
yes ... stop, stop.” Then, with a robotic sigh of relief, he said, 
“Thank heavens!” 

Han and Chewbacca faced each other, the former looking 
grimly into his friend’s eyes. For a moment they embraced 
tightly, then Han told the Wookiee, “Save your strength for 
another time, pal, when the odds are better.” He mustered a 
reassuring wink, but the Wookiee was grief-stricken and barked a 
mournful wail. 

“Yeah,” Han said, trying his best to crack a grin, “I know. I feel 
the same way. Keep well.” Han Solo turned to one of the guards. 
“You'd better chain him until it’s over.” 

The subdued Chewbacca did not resist as the stormtrooper 
guards placed restraining bands around his wrists. Han gave his 
partner a final farewell hug, then turned to Princess Leia. He took 
her in his arms and they embraced as if they would never let go. 

Then Leia pressed her lips to his in a lingering kiss of passion. 


When their kiss ended, tears were in her eyes. “I love you,” she 
said softly. “I couldn’t tell you before, but it’s true.” 

He smiled his familiar cocky smile. “Just remember that, 
because I’ll be back.” Then his face grew tender and he kissed her 
gently on the forehead. 

Tears began to roll down her cheeks as Han turned away from 
her and walked quietly and fearlessly toward the waiting 
hydraulic platform. 

The Ugnaughts rushed to his side and positioned him on the 
platform, binding his arms and legs tightly onto the hydraulic 
deck. He stood alone and helpless, and gazed one last time at his 
friends. Chewbacca looked at his friend mournfully, Threepio’s 
head peeking over the Wookiee’s shoulder to get one last look at 
the brave man. The administrator, Calrissian, watched this 
ordeal, a solemn look of regret etched deeply into his face. And 
then there was Leia. Her face was contorted with the pain of her 
grief as she stood regally trying to be strong. 

Leia’s was the last face Han saw when he felt the hydraulic 
platform suddenly drop. As it dropped, the Wookiee bellowed a 
final, baleful farewell. 

In that terrible moment, the grieving Leia turned away, and 
Lando grimaced in sorrow. 

Instantly fiery liquid began to pour down into the pit in a great 
cascading shower of fluid and sparks. 

Chewbacca half-turned from the horrifying spectacle, giving 
Threepio a better view of the process. 

“They’re encasing him in carbonite,” the droid reported. “It’s 
high-quality alloy. Much better than my own. He should be quite 
well protected ... That is, if he survived the freezing process.” 

Chewbacca quickly glanced over his shoulder at Threepio, 
silencing his technical description with an angry bark. 

When the liquid finally solidified, huge metal tongs lifted the 
smoldering figure from the pit. The figure, which was cooling 
rapidly, had a recognizably human shape, but was featureless and 
rocky like an unfinished sculpture. 

Some of the hogmen, their hands protected by thick black 
gloves, approached the metal-encased body of Han Solo and 
shoved the block over. After the figure crashed to the platform 
with a loud, metallic clang, the Ugnaughts hoisted it into the 
casket-shaped container. They then attached a boxlike electronic 


device to its side and stepped away. 

Kneeling, Lando turned some knobs on the device and checked 
the gauge measuring the temperature of Han’s body. He sighed 
with relief and nodded his head. “He’s alive,” he informed Han 
Solo’s anxious friends, “and in perfect hibernation.” 

Darth Vader turned to Boba Fett. “He’s all yours, bounty 
hunter,” he hissed. “Reset the chamber for Skywalker.” 

“He’s just landed, my lord,” an aide informed him. 

“See to it that he finds his way here.” 

Indicating Leia and Chewbacca, Lando told Vader, “Ill take 
what is mine now.” He was determined to whisk them out of 
Vader’s clutches before the Dark Lord reneged on their contract. 

“Take them,” Vader said, “but I’m keeping a detachment of 
troops here to watch over them.” 

“That wasn’t part of the bargain,” Lando protested hotly. “You 
said the Empire wouldn’t interfere in—” 

“Tm altering the bargain. Pray I don’t alter it any further.” 

A sudden tightness grasped Lando’s throat, a threatening sign 
of what would happen to him if he gave Vader any difficulty. 
Lando’s hand automatically went to his neck, but in the next 
moment the unseen hold was released and the administrator 
turned to face Leia and Chewbacca. The look in his eyes might 
have expressed despair, but neither of them cared to look at him 
at all. 


Luke and Artoo moved cautiously through a deserted corridor. 


It concerned Luke that thus far they had not been stopped for 
questioning. No one had asked them for landing permits, 
identification papers, purpose of visit. No one in Cloud City 
seemed at all curious about who this young man and his little 
droid might be—or what they were doing there. It all seemed 
rather ominous, and Luke was beginning to feel very uneasy. 

Suddenly he heard a sound at the far end of the corridor. Luke 
halted, pressing himself close against the corridor wall. Artoo, 
thrilled to think that they might be back among familiar droids 
and humans, began to whistle and beep excitedly. Luke glanced 
at him to be still, and the little robot emitted one last, feeble 
squeak. Luke then peered around a corner and saw a group 
approaching from a side hallway. Leading the group was an 


imposing figure in battered armor and helmet. Behind him, two 
Cloud City armed guards pushed a transparent case down the 
corridor. From where Luke stood it appeared the case contained a 
floating, statuelike human figure. Following the case were two 
Imperial stormtroopers, who spotted Luke. 

Instantly, the troopers took aim and began to fire. 

But Luke dodged their laser bolts and, before they could shoot 
another round, the youth fired his blaster, ripping two sizzling 
holes into the stormtroopers’ armored chests. 

As the troopers fell, the two guards quickly whisked the 
encased figure into another hallway and the armor-clad figure 
leveled his laser blaster at Luke, sending a deadly bolt at him. 
The beam just missed the youth, and nicked a large chunk out of 
the wall next to him, shattering it into a shower of dustlike 
particles. When the particles had cleared, Luke peeked back 
around the corner and saw that the nameless attacker, the guards, 
and the case had all disappeared behind a thick metal door. 

Hearing sounds behind him, Luke turned to see Leia, 
Chewbacca, See-Threepio, and an unfamiliar man in a cloak 
moving down yet another hallway, and guarded by a small band 
of Imperial stormtroopers. 

He gestured to catch the princess’s attention. 

“Leia!” he shouted. 

“Luke, no!” she exclaimed, her voice charged with fear. “It’s a 
trap!” 

Leaving Artoo trailing behind, Luke ran off to follow them. But 
when he reached a small anteroom, Leia and the others had 
disappeared. Luke heard Artoo whistling frantically as he scooted 
toward the anteroom. Yet, as the youth swiftly turned, he saw a 
mammoth metal door crash down in front of the startled robot 
with a thundering clang. 

With the slamming of that door, Luke was cut off from the 
main corridor. And, when he turned to find another way out, he 
saw more metal doors bang shut in the other doorways of the 
chamber. 

Meanwhile, Artoo stood somewhat dazed by the shock of his 
close call. If he had rolled just a tiny bit farther into the 
anteroom, that door would have squashed him into scrap metal. 
He pressed his metal nose against the door, then gave out a 
whistle of relief and wandered off in the opposite direction. 


The anteroom was full of hissing pipes and steam that belched 
from the floor. Luke began to explore the room and noticed an 
opening above his head, leading to a place he could not even 
imagine. He moved forward to get a better look, and as he did, 
the section of floor he stood on began to rise slowly upward. Luke 
rode up with the lifting platform, determined to face the foe he 
had traveled so far to meet. 

Keeping his blaster clutched in his hand, Luke rose into the 
carbon-freezing chamber. The room was deathly quiet, except for 
the hissing of steam escaping some of the pipes in the room. It 
appeared to Luke that he was the only living creature in this 
chamber of strange machinery and chemical containers, but he 
sensed that he was not alone. 

“Vader ...” 

He spoke the name to himself as he looked around the 
chamber. 

“Lord Vader. I feel your presence. Show yourself,” Luke taunted 
his unseen enemy, “or do you fear me?” 

While Luke spoke, the escaping steam began to billow out in 
great clouds. Then, unaffected by the searing heat, Vader 
appeared and strode through the hissing vapors, stepping onto 
the narrow walkway above the chamber, his black cloak trailing 
behind him. 

Luke took a cautious step toward the demonic figure in black 
and holstered his blaster. He experienced a surge of confidence 
and felt completely ready to face the Dark Lord as one Jedi 
against another. There was no need for his blaster. He sensed that 
the Force was with him and that, at last, he was ready for this 
inevitable battle. Slowly he began to mount the stairs toward 
Vader. 

“The Force is with you, young Skywalker,” Darth Vader said 
from above, “but you are not a Jedi yet.” 

Vader’s words had a chilling effect. Briefly Luke hesitated, 
recalling the words of another former Jedi Knight; “Luke, use the 
Force only for knowledge and for defense, not as a weapon. Don’t give 
in to hate or anger. They lead the way to the dark side.” 

But throwing aside any fragment of doubt, Luke gripped the 
smoothly finished handle of his lightsaber and quickly ignited the 
laser blade. 

At the same instant, Vader ignited his own laser sword and 


quietly waited for the young Skywalker to attack. 

His great hatred for Vader impelled Luke to lunge at him 
savagely, bringing his sizzling blade down upon Vader’s. But 
effortlessly, the Dark Lord deflected the blow with a defensive 
turn of his own weapon. 

Again Luke attacked. Once again their energy blades clashed. 

And then they stood, staring at one another for an endless 
moment through their crossed lightsabers. 


O XMI 


SIX imperial stormtroopers guarded Lando, Leia, and Chewbacca 
as they marched through the inner corridor of Cloud City. They 
reached an intersection when twelve of Lando’s guards, and his 
aide, arrived to block their path. 

“Code Force Seven,” Lando commanded as he stopped in front 
of his aide. 

At that moment the twelve guards aimed their laser weapons at 
the startled stormtroopers, and Lando’s aide calmly took the six 
troopers’ weapons from them. He handed one of the guns to Leia 
and one to Lando, then waited for the next order. 

“Hold them in the security tower,” the Cloud City administrator 
said. “Quietly! No one must know.” 

The guards and Lando’s aide, carrying the extra weapons, 
marched the stormtroopers away to the tower. 

Leia had watched this rapid turn of events in confusion. But her 
confusion turned to astonishment when Lando, the man who had 
betrayed Han Solo, began removing Chewbacca’s bonds. 

“Come on,” he urged. “We're getting out of here.” 

The Wookiee’s giant hands were freed at last. Not caring to 
wait for explanations, Chewbacca turned toward the man who 
had freed him, and with a blood-curdling roar, lunged at Lando 


and began to throttle him. 
“After what you did to Han,” Leia said, “I wouldn’t trust you to 
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Lando, desperately trying to free himself from Chewbacca’s 
ferocious grip, tried to explain. “I had no choice,” he began—but 
the Wookiee interrupted him with an angry bark. 

“There’s still a chance to save Han,” Lando gasped. “They’re at 
the East Platform.” 

“Chewie,” Leia said at last, “let go!” 

Still fuming, Chewbacca released Lando and glared at him as 
Calrissian fought to regain his breath. 

“Keep your eyes on him, Chewie,” Leia cautioned as the 
Wookiee growled threateningly. 

“I have a feeling,” Lando muttered under his breath, “that Pm 
making another big mistake.” 


The stout little R2 unit meandered up and down the corridor, 
sending his scanners in every possible direction as he tried to 
detect some sign of his master—or of any kind of life. He realized 
he was dreadfully turned around and had lost track of how many 
meters he had traveled. 


As Artoo-Detoo turned a corner he spotted a number of forms 
moving up the corridor. Beeping and whistling droid greetings, 
he hoped that these were friendly sorts. 

His tooting was detected by one of the creatures, who began to 
call out to him. 

“Artoo ... Artoo ...” It was Threepio! 

Chewbacca, still carrying the semiassembled See-Threepio, 
quickly turned around to see the stubby R2 droid rolling their 
way. But as the Wookiee turned, Threepio was spun out of sight 
of his friend. 

“Wait!” the aggravated Threepio demanded. “Turn around, you 
woolly ... Artoo, hurry! We’re trying to save Han from the bounty 
hunter.” 

Artoo scooted forward, beeping all the way, and Threepio 
patiently replied to his frantic questions. 

“T know. But Master Luke can take care of himself.” At least 
that was what See-Threepio kept telling himself as the group 
continued its search for Han. 


On the East Landing Platform of Cloud City, two guards shoved 
the frozen body of Han Solo through a side hatchway of the Slave 
I. Boba Fett climbed up a ladder next to the opening and boarded 
his ship, ordering it sealed as soon as he entered the cockpit. 


Fett ignited his ship’s engines and the craft began rolling across 
the platform for takeoff. 

Lando, Leia, and Chewbacca raced onto the platform in time 
only to see the Slave I lifting off and soaring into the orange and 
purple of the Cloud City sunset. Raising his blaster, Chewbacca 
howled and fired the weapon at the departing spaceship. 

“Tt’s no use,” Lando told him. “They’re out of range.” 

All but Threepio gazed at the departing craft. Still strapped to 
Chewbacca’s back, he saw something that the others had not yet 
noticed. 

“Oh, my, no!” he exclaimed. 

Charging the group was a squad of Imperial stormtroopers, 
blasts already issuing from their drawn blasters. The first bolt 
narrowly missed Princess Leia. Lando responded quickly in 
returning the enemy fire, and the air was ablaze with a brilliant 
criss-cross of red and green laser bolts. 

Artoo scooted over to the platform’s elevator and hid inside, 
peeking out to see the fury of the battle from a safe distance. 

Lando shouted above the sounds of the blasters. “Come on, let’s 
move!” he called, breaking for the open elevator and blasting at 
the stormtroopers as he ran. 

But Leia and Chewbacca did not move. They stood their ground 
and kept up a steady fire against the assault of the stormtroopers. 
Troopers groaned and dropped as their chests, arms, and 
stomachs erupted under the fatally accurate aim of this one 
female human and one male Wookiee. 

Lando, sticking his head out of the elevator, tried to get their 
attention, motioning them to run. But the two seemed possessed 
as they blasted away, getting retaliation for all of their anger and 
captivity and the loss of one they both loved. They were 
determined to extinguish the lives of these minions of the 
Galactic Empire. 

Threepio would gladly have been anywhere else. Unable to get 
away, all he could do was frantically yell for help. “Artoo, help 
me!” he screamed. “How did I get into this? What a fate worse 
than death it is to be strapped to the back of a Wookiee!” 


“Get in here!” Lando shouted again. “Hurry up! Hurry up!” 

Leia and Chewbacca began to move toward him, evading the 
erupting rain of laser fire as they rushed inside the waiting 
elevator. As the elevator doors closed, they glimpsed the 
remaining troopers racing at them. 


k*k 


Lightsabers clashed in Luke Skywalker and Darth Vader’s battle 
on the platform above the carbon-freezing chamber. 

Luke felt the shaking platform shudder with every blow and 
parry and thrust of their weapons. But he was undaunted, for 
with every thrust of his sword he drove the evil Darth Vader 
back. 

Vader, using his lightsaber to ward off Luke’s aggressive lunges, 
spoke calmly as they fought. “The fear does not reach you. You 
have learned more than I anticipated.” 

“You'll find I’m full of surprises,” the confident youth retorted, 
threatening Vader with yet another thrust. 

“And I, too,” was the calm, portentous reply. 

With two graceful moves, the Dark Lord hooked Luke’s weapon 
out of his hands and sent it flying away. A slash of Vader’s energy 
blade at Luke’s feet made the youth jump back in an effort to 
protect himself. But he stumbled backward, and tumbled down 
the stairs. 

Sprawled on the platform, Luke gazed up and saw the ominous 
dark figure looming above him at the top of the stairs. Then the 
figure flew right at him, its sable cloak billowing out in the air 
like the wings of a monstrous bat. 

Quickly Luke rolled to one side, not taking his eyes off Vader, 
as the vast black figure landed soundlessly next to him. 

“Your future lies with me, Skywalker,” Vader hissed, looming 
over the crouching youth. “Now you will embrace the dark side. 
Obi-Wan knew this to be true.” 

“No!” Luke yelled, trying to fight off the evil presence. 

“There is much Obi-Wan did not tell you,” Vader continued. 
“Come, I will complete your training.” 

Vader’s influence was incredibly strong; it seemed to Luke like 
a thing alive. 

Don’t listen to him, Luke told himself. He is trying to trick me, to 


lead me astray, to lead me to the dark side of the Force, just like Ben 
warned me! 

Luke began to back away from the advancing Sith Lord. Behind 
the youth, the hydraulic elevator cover silently opened, ready to 
receive him. 

“TIl die first,” Luke proclaimed. 

“That won’t be necessary.” The Dark Lord suddenly lunged at 
Luke with his lightsaber, so forcefully that the youth lost his 
balance and tumbled into the gaping opening. 

Vader turned away from the freezing-pit and casually 
deactivated his lightsaber. “All too easy,” he shrugged. “Perhaps 
you are not as strong as the Emperor thought.” 

As he spoke, molten metal began to pour into the opening 
behind him. And, while his back was still turned, something rose 
in a blur upward. 

“Time will tell,” Luke quietly replied to Vader’s remark. 

The Dark Lord spun around. At this point in the freezing 
process, the subject certainly shouldn’t be able to speak! Vader 
glanced around the room and then turned his helmeted head up 
toward the ceiling. 

Hanging from some hoses draped across the ceiling, Luke was 
suspended, having leaped some five meters into the air to escape 
the carbonite. 

“Impressive,” Vader admitted, “your agility is impressive.” 

Luke dropped back to the platform on the other side of the 
steaming pit. He reached his hand out and his sword, lying on 
another part of the platform, flew back into his grip. Immediately 
the lightsaber ignited. 

Vader’s sword sprang to life at the very same moment. “Ben 
has taught you well. You have controlled your fear. Now release 
your anger. I destroyed your family. Take your revenge.” 

But this time Luke was cautious and more controlled. If he 
could subdue his anger, as he had finally controlled his fear, he 
would not be swayed. 

Remember the training, Luke cautioned himself. Remember what 
Yoda taught! Cast out all hatred and anger and receive the Force! 

Gaining control over his negative feelings, Luke began to 
advance, ignoring Vader’s goading. He lunged at Vader and, after 
a quick exchange, began to force him back. 

“Your hatred can give you the power to destroy me,” Vader 


tempted. “Use it.” 

Luke began to realize just how awesomely powerful his dark 
enemy was, and softly told himself, “I will not become a slave to 
the dark side of the Force,” and moved cautiously toward Vader. 

As Luke approached, Vader slowly moved backward in retreat. 
Luke lunged at him with a powerful swing. But when Vader 
blocked it, he lost his balance and fell into the outer rim of 
steaming pipes. 

Luke’s knees nearly buckled with the exhaustion of battling his 
fearsome opponent. He gathered his strength and cautiously 
moved to the edge and looked down. But he saw no sign of 
Vader. Switching off his lightsaber and hooking it into his belt, 
Luke lowered himself into the pit. 

He dropped to the floor of the pit and found himself in a large 
control and maintenance room that overlooked the reactor 
powering the entire city. Looking around the chamber, he noticed 
a large window; standing silhouetted in front of it was the 
unmoving figure of Darth Vader. 

Luke slowly moved closer to the window and reignited his 
lightsaber. 

But Vader did not light his own sword, nor did he make any 
effort to defend himself as Luke drew nearer. The Dark Lord’s 
only weapon, in fact, was his tempting voice. “Attack,” he goaded 
the young Jedi. “Destroy me.” 

Confused by Vader’s ploy, Luke hesitated. 

“Only by taking your revenge can you save yourself ...” 

Luke stood locked in place. Should he act on Vader’s words and 
thus use the Force as a tool of revenge? Or should he step away 
from this battle now, hoping for another chance to fight Vader 
when he had gained better control? 

No, how could he delay the opportunity to destroy this evil 
being? Here was his chance, now, and he must not delay ... 

There might never again be such an opportunity! 

Luke grasped his deadly lightsaber in both hands, tightly 
gripping the smooth handle like an ancient broadsword and 
raising the weapon to deliver the blow that would slay this 
masked horror. 

But before he could swing, a large piece of machinery detached 
itself from the wall behind him and came hurtling at his back. 
Turning instantly, Luke flashed his lightsaber and cut the thing in 


half, and the two massive pieces crashed to the floor. 

A second piece of machinery sped toward the youth, and he 
again used the Force to deflect it. The weighty object bounced 
away as if it had struck an unseen shield. Then a large pipe came 
tumbling toward him through the air. But even as Luke repelled 
that enormous object, tools and pieces of machinery came flying 
at him from all directions. Then wires, that pulled themselves out 
of the walls, came twisting and sparking and whipping at him. 

Bombarded on all sides, Luke did what he could to deflect the 
assault; but he was beginning to get bloodied and bruised in the 
attempt. 

Another large piece of machinery glanced off Luke’s body and 
crashed out the large window, letting in the screaming wind. 
Suddenly everything in the room was blown about, and the fierce 
wind lashed Luke’s body and filled the room with a bansheelike 
howl. 

And in the very center of the room, standing still and 
triumphant, was Darth Vader. 

“You are beaten,” the Dark Lord of the Sith gloated. “It is 
useless to resist. You will join me or you will join Obi-Wan in 
death!” 

As Vader spoke those words, a final piece of heavy machinery 
soared through the air, striking the young Jedi and knocking him 
through the broken window. Everything became a great blur as 
the wind carried him, tossing and rolling, until he managed to 
grab hold of a beam with one hand. 

When the wind subsided a bit and his vision cleared, Luke 
realized that he was hanging from the gantry of the reactor shaft 
outside the control room. When he gazed down he saw what 
appeared to be an endless abyss. A wave of dizziness swept over 
him and he squeezed his eyes closed in an effort to keep from 
panicking. 

Compared to the podlike reactor from which he hung, Luke 
was no more than a speck of squirming matter, while the pod 
itself—just one of many jutting from the circular, light-dotted 
inner wall—was no more than a speck itself in comparison with 
the rest of the immense chamber. 

Grasping the beam firmly with only one hand, Luke managed 
to hook his lightsaber on to his belt and then grab the beam with 
both hands. Hoisting himself up, he scrambled onto the gantry 


and stood on it, just in time to see Darth Vader walking toward 
him down the shaft. 

As Vader approached Luke, the public address system began to 
blare, echoing through the cavernous rooms: “Fugitives heading 
toward Platform 327. Secure all transports. All security forces on 
alert.” 

Walking menacingly toward Luke, Vader predicted, “Your 
friends will never escape and neither will you.” 

Vader took another step, and Luke immediately raised his 
sword, ready to renew the battle. 

“You are beaten,” Vader stated with horrifying certainty and 
finality. “It is useless to resist.” 

But Luke did resist. He lunged at the Dark Lord with a vicious 
blow, bringing his sizzling laser blade to crash onto Vader’s 
armor and sear through to the flesh. Vader staggered from the 
blow, and it seemed to Luke that he was in pain. But only for a 
moment. Then, once again, Vader began to move toward him. 

Taking another step, the Dark Lord warned, “Don’t let yourself 
be destroyed as Obi-Wan was.” 

Luke was breathing hard, cold sweat dropping from his 
forehead. But the sound of Ben’s name instilled a sudden resolve 
in him. 

“Calm—” he reminded himself. “Be calm.” 

But the grimly cloaked specter stalked toward him along the 
narrow gantry, and it seemed he wanted the young Jedi’s life. 

Or worse, his fragile soul. 


Lando, Leia, Chewbacca, and the droids hurried down a 
corridor. They turned a corner and saw the door to the landing 
platform standing open. Through it they glimpsed the Millennium 
Falcon waiting for their escape. But suddenly the door slammed 
shut. Ducking into an alcove, the group saw a squad of 
stormtroopers charging them, their laser guns blasting as they 
ran. Chunks of wall and floor shattered and flew into the air with 
the impact of the ricocheting energy beams. 


Chewbacca growled, returning the stormtroopers’ fire with 
savage Wookiee rage. He covered Leia, who punched desperately 
at the door’s control panel. But the door failed to budge. 

“Artoo!” Threepio called. “The control panel. You can override 


the alert system.” 

Threepio gestured at the panel, urging the little robot to hurry, 
and pointing out a computer socket on the control board. 

Artoo-Detoo scooted toward the control panel, beeping and 
whistling as he scurried to help. 

Twisting his body to avoid the burning laser bolts, Lando 
feverishly worked to connect his comlink to the panel’s intercom. 

“This is Calrissian,” he broadcast over the system. “The Empire 
is taking control of the city. I advise you to leave before more 
Imperial troops arrive.” 

He switched off the communicator. Lando knew that he had 
done what he could to warn his people; his job now was to get 
his friends safely off the planet. 

Meanwhile, Artoo removed a connector cover and inserted an 
extended computer arm into the waiting socket. The droid issued 
a short beep that suddenly turned into a wild robot scream. He 
began to quiver, his circuits lighting up in a mad display of 
flashing brilliance, and every orifice in his hull spewing smoke. 
Lando quickly pulled Artoo away from the power socket. As the 
droid began to cool off, he directed a few wilted beeps Threepio’s 
way. 

“Well, next time you pay more attention,” Threepio replied 
defensively. “I’m not supposed to know power sockets from 
computer feeds. I’m an interpreter—” 

“Anybody else got any ideas?” Leia shouted as she stood firing 
at the attacking stormtroopers. 

“Come on,” Lando answered over the din of the battle, “we'll 
try another way.” 


The wind that shrieked though the reactor shaft entirely 
absorbed the sounds of the clashing lightsabers. 


Luke moved agilely across the gantry and took refuge beneath 
a huge instrument panel to evade his pursuing foe. But Vader was 
there in an instant, his lightsaber thrashing down like a pulsating 
guillotine blade, cutting the instrument complex loose. The 
complex began to fall, but was abruptly caught by the wind and 
blown upward. 

An instant of distraction was all Vader needed. As the 
instrument panel floated away, Luke involuntarily glanced at it. 


At that second, the Dark Lord’s laser blade came slashing down 
across Luke’s hand, cutting it, and sending the youth’s lightsaber 
flying. 

The pain was excruciating. Luke smelled the terrible odor of his 
own seared flesh and squeezed his forearm beneath his armpit to 
try to stop the agony. He stepped backward along the gantry until 
he reached its extreme end, stalked all the while by the black- 
garbed apparition. 

Abruptly, ominously, the wind subsided. And Luke realized he 
had nowhere else to go. 

“There is no escape,” the Dark Lord of the Sith warned, 
looming over Luke like a black angel of death. “Don’t make me 
destroy you. You are strong with the Force. Now you must learn 
to use the dark side. Join me and together we will be more 
powerful than the Emperor. Come, I will complete your training 
and we will rule the galaxy together.” 

Luke refused to give in to Vader’s taunts. “I will never join 
you!” 

“If you only knew the power of the dark side,” Vader 
continued. “Obi-Wan never told you what happened to your 
father, did he?” 

Mention of his father aroused Luke’s anger. “He told me 
enough!” he yelled. “He told me you killed him.” 

“No,” Vader replied calmly. “I am your father.” 

Stunned, Luke stared with disbelief at the black-clad warrior 
and then pulled away at this revelation. The two warriors stood 
staring at one another, father and son. 

“No, no! That’s not true ...” Luke said, refusing to believe what 
he had just heard. “That’s impossible.” 

“Search your feelings,” Vader said, sounding like an evil 
version of Yoda, “you know it to be true.” 

Then Vader turned off the blade of his lightsaber and extended 
a steady and inviting hand. 

Bewildered and horror-stricken at Vader’s words, Luke shouted, 
“No! No!” 

Vader continued persuasively. “Luke, you can destroy the 
Emperor. He has foreseen this. It is your destiny. Join me and 
together we can rule the galaxy as father and son. Come with me. 
It is the only way.” 

Luke’s mind whirled with those words. Everything was finally 


beginning to coalesce in his brain. Or was it? He wondered if 
Vader were telling him the truth—if the training of Yoda, the 
teaching of saintly old Ben, his own strivings for good and his 
abhorrence of evil, if everything he had fought for were no more 
than a lie. 

He didn’t want to believe Vader, tried convincing himself that 
it was Vader who lied to him—but somehow he could feel the 
truth in the Dark Lord’s words. But, if Darth Vader did speak the 
truth, why, he wondered, had Ben Kenobi lied to him? Why? His 
mind screamed louder than any wind the Dark Lord could ever 
summon against him. 

The answers no longer seemed to matter. 

His Father. 

With the calmness that Ben himself and Yoda, the Jedi Master, 
had taught him, Luke Skywalker made, perhaps, what might be 
his final decision of all. “Never,” Luke shouted as he stepped out 
into the empty abyss beneath him. For all its unperceived depth, 
Luke might have been falling to another galaxy. 

Darth Vader moved to the end of the gantry to watch as Luke 
tumbled away. A strong wind began to blow, billowing Vader’s 
black cloak out behind him as he stood looking over the edge. 

Skywalker’s body quickly plunged downward. Toppling head 
over foot, the wounded Jedi desperately reached out to grab at 
something to stop his fall. 

The Dark Lord watched until he saw the youth’s body sucked 
into a large exhaust pipe in the side of the reactor shaft. When 
Luke vanished, Vader quickly turned and hurried off the 
platform. 


Luke sped through the exhaust shaft trying to grab the sides to 
slow his fall. But the smooth, shiny sides of the pipe had no hand- 
holes or ridges for Luke to grasp. 


At last he came to the end of the tunnellike pipe, his feet 
striking hard against a circular grill. The grill, which opened over 
an apparently bottomless drop, was knocked out by the impact of 
Luke’s momentum, and he felt his body start to slide out through 
the opening. Frantically clawing at the smooth interior of the 
pipe, Luke began to call out for assistance. 

“Ben ... Ben, help me,” he pleaded desperately. 


Even as he called out, he felt his fingers slip along the inside of 
the pipe, while his body inched ever closer to the yawning 
opening. 


Cloud City was in chaos. 


As soon as Lando Calrissian’s broadcast was heard throughout 
the city, its residents began to panic. Some of them packed a few 
belongings, others just rushed out into the streets seeking escape. 
Soon the streets were filled with running humans and aliens, 
rushing chaotically through the city. Imperial stormtroopers 
charged after the fleeing inhabitants, exchanging laser fire with 
them in a raging, clamorous battle. 

In one of the city’s central corridors, Lando, Leia, and 
Chewbacca held off a squad of stormtroopers by blasting heavy 
rounds of laser bolts at the Imperial warriors. It was urgent that 
Lando and the others hold their ground, for they had come upon 
another entrance that would lead them to the landing platform. If 
only Artoo succeeded in opening the door. 

Artoo was trying to remove the plate from this door’s control 
panel. But because of the noise and distraction of the laser fire 
blasting around him, it was difficult for the little droid to 
concentrate on his work. He beeped to himself as he worked, 
sounding a bit befuddled to Threepio. 

“What are you talking about?” Threepio called to him. “We’re 
not interested in the hyperdrive on the Millennium Falcon. It’s 
fixed. Just tell the computer to open the door.” 

Then, as Lando, Leia, and the Wookiee edged toward the door, 
dodging heavy Imperial laser fire, Artoo beeped triumphantly and 
the door snapped open. 

“Artoo, you did it!” Threepio exclaimed. The droid would have 
applauded had his other arm been attached. “I never doubted you 
for a second.” 

“Hurry,” Lando shouted, “or we’ll never make it.” 

The helpful R2 unit came through once again. As the others 
dashed through the entrance, the stout robot sprayed out a thick 
fog—as dense as the clouds surrounding this world—that 
obscured his friends from the encroaching stormtroopers. Before 
the cloud had cleared, Lando and the others were racing toward 
Platform 327. 


The stormtroopers followed, blasting at the small band of 
fugitives bolting toward the Millennium Falcon. Chewbacca and 
the robots boarded the freighter while Lando and Leia covered 
them with their blasters, cutting down still more of the Emperor’s 
warriors. 

When the low-pitched roar of the Falcon’s engines started and 
then rose to an ear-battering whine, Lando and Leia discharged a 
few more bolts of brilliant energy. Then they sprinted up the 
ramp. They entered the pirate ship and the main hatchway closed 
behind them. And as the ship began to move, they heard a 
barrage of Imperial laser fire that sounded as if the entire planet 
were splitting apart at its foundations. 


Luke could no longer slow his inexorable slide out the exhaust 
pipe. 

He slid the final few centimeters and then dropped through the 
cloudy atmosphere, his body spinning and his arms flailing to 
grip on to something solid. 

After what seemed like forever, he caught hold of an electronic 
weather vane that jutted out from the bowllike underside of 
Cloud City. Winds buffeted him and clouds swirled around him as 
he held on tightly to the weather vane. But his strength was 
beginning to fail; he didn’t think he could hang like this— 
suspended above the gaseous surface—for very much longer. 


All was very quiet in the Millennium Falcon cockpit. 


Leia, just catching her breath from their close escape, sat in 
Han Solo’s chair. Thoughts of him rushed to her mind, but she 
tried not to worry about him, tried not to miss him. 

Behind the princess, looking over her shoulder out the front 
windscreen, stood a silent and exhausted Lando Calrissian. 

Slowly the ship began to move, picking up speed as it coursed 
along the landing platform. 

The giant Wookiee, in his old copilot’s chair, threw a series of 
switches that brought a dancing array of lights across the ship’s 
main control panel. Pulling the throttle, Chewbacca began to 
guide the ship upward, to freedom. 

Clouds rushed by the cockpit windows and everyone finally 


breathed with relief as the Millennium Falcon soared into a red- 
orange twilight sky. 


Luke managed to hook one of his legs over the electronic 
weather vane, which continued to support his weight. But air 
from the exhaust pipe rushed at him, making it difficult for him 
to keep from slipping off the vane. 


“Ben ...” he moaned in agony. “... Ben.” 


Darth Vader strode onto the empty landing platform and 
watched the speck that was the Millennium Falcon disappear in 
the far distance. 


He turned to his two aides. “Bring my ship in!” he commanded. 
And then he left, black robes flowing behind him, to prepare for 
his journey. 


Somewhere near the supporting stalk of Cloud City, Luke spoke 
again. Concentrating his mind on one whom he thought cared for 
him and might somehow come to his aid, he called, “Leia, hear 
me.” Pitifully he cried out once again. “Leia.” 


Just then, a large piece of the weather vane broke off and went 
hurtling off into the clouds far below. Luke tightened his grip on 
what remained of the vane, and strained to hold on in the blast of 
air rushing at him from the pipe above. 


“It looks like three fighters,” Lando said to Chewbacca as they 
watched the computer-screen configurations. “We can outdistance 
them easily,” he added, knowing the capabilities of the freighter 
as well as Han Solo did. 


Looking at Leia, he mourned the passing of his 
administratorship. “I knew that setup was too good to last,” he 
moaned. “I’m going to miss it.” 

But Leia seemed to be in a daze. She didn’t acknowledge 
Lando’s comments, but stared straight ahead of her as if 
transfixed. Then, out of her dreamlike trance, she spoke. “Luke,” 
she said, as if responding to something she heard. 


“What?” Lando asked. 

“We’ve got to go back,” she said urgently. “Chewie, head for 
the bottom of the city.” 

Lando looked at her in astonishment. “Wait a minute. We’re 
not going back there!” 

The Wookiee barked, for once in agreement with Lando. 

“No argument,” Leia said firmly, assuming the dignity of one 
accustomed to having her orders obeyed. “Just do it. That’s a 
command!” 

“What about those fighters?” Lando argued as he pointed to the 
three TIE fighters closing in on them. He looked to Chewbacca for 
support. 

But, growling menacingly, Chewbacca conveyed that he knew 
who was in command now. 

“Okay, okay,” Lando quietly acquiesced. 

With all the grace and speed for which the Millennium Falcon 
was famed, the ship banked through the clouds and turned back 
toward the city. And, as the freighter continued on what could 
become a suicide run, the three pursuing TIE fighters matched its 
turn. 


Luke Skywalker was unaware of the Millennium Falcon’s 
approach. Barely conscious, he somehow maintained his hold on 
the creaking and swaying weather vane. The device bent under 
the weight of his body, then completely broke off from its 
foundation, and sent Luke tumbling helplessly through the sky. 
And this time, he knew, there would be nothing for him to cling 
to as he fell. 

“Look!” Lando exclaimed, indicating a figure plunging in the 
distance. “Someone’s falling ...” 

Leia managed to remain calm; she knew that panic now would 
doom them all. “Get under him, Chewie,” she told the pilot. “It’s 
Luke.” 

Chewbacca immediately responded and carefully eased the 
Millennium Falcon on a descent trajectory. 

“Lando,” Leia called, turning to him, “open the top hatch.” 

As he rushed out of the cockpit, Lando thought it a strategy 
worthy of Solo himself. 


Chewbacca and Leia could see Luke’s plunging body more 
clearly, and the Wookiee guided the ship toward him. As Chewie 
retarded the ship’s speed drastically, the plummeting form 
skimmed the windscreen and then landed with a thud against the 
outer hull. 

Lando opened the upper hatch. In the distance he glimpsed the 
three TIE fighters approaching the Falcon, their laser guns 
brightening the twilight sky with streaks of hot destruction. 
Lando stretched his body out of the hatch and reached to grasp 
the battered warrior and pull him inside the ship. Just then the 
Falcon lurched as a bolt exploded near it, and almost threw Luke’s 
body overboard. But Lando caught his hand and held on tightly. 

The Millennium Falcon veered away from Cloud City and soared 
through the thick billowing cloud cover. Swerving to avoid the 
blinding flak from the TIE fighters, Princess Leia and the Wookiee 
pilot struggled to keep their ship skyborne. But explosions burst 
all around the cockpit, the din competing with Chewbacca’s howl 
as he frantically worked the controls. 

Leia switched on the intercom. “Lando, is he all right?” she 
shouted over the noise in the cockpit. “Lando, do you hear me?” 

From the rear of the cockpit, she heard a voice that wasn’t 
Lando’s. “He'll survive,” Luke replied faintly. 

Leia and Chewbacca turned to see Luke, battered and bloodied 
and wrapped in a blanket, being helped into the cockpit by 
Lando. The princess jumped up from her chair and hugged him 
ecstatically. Chewbacca, still trying to guide the ship out of the 
TIE fighters’ range of fire, threw back his head and barked in 
jubilation. 

Behind the Millennium Falcon, the planet of clouds was receding 
farther in the distance. But the TIE fighters kept up their close 
pursuit, firing their laser weapons and rocking the pirate craft 
with each on-target hit. 

Working diligently in the Falcon’s hold, Artoo-Detoo struggled 
against the constant lunging and tossing to reassemble his golden 
friend. Meticulously trying to undo the mistakes of the well- 
intentioned Wookiee, the little droid beeped as he performed the 
intricate task. 

“Very good,” the protocol droid praised. His head was on 
properly and his second arm was nearly completely reattached. 
“Good as new.” 


Artoo beeped apprehensively. 

“No, Artoo, don’t worry. I’m sure we’ll make it this time.” 

But in the cockpit, Lando was not so optimistic. He saw the 
warning lights on the control panel begin to flash; suddenly 
alarms all over the ship went on. “The deflector shields are 
going,” he reported to Leia and Chewbacca. 

Leia looked over Lando’s shoulder and noticed another blip, 
ominously large, that had appeared on the radarscope. “There’s 
another ship,” she said, “much bigger, trying to cut us off.” 

Luke quietly gazed out the cockpit window toward the starry 
void. Almost to himself, he said, “It’s Vader.” 


Admiral Piett approached Vader, who stood on the bridge of 
this, the greatest of all Imperial Star Destroyers, and stared out 
the windows. 


“They'll be in range of the tractor beam in moments,” the 
admiral reported confidently. 

“And their hyperdrive has been deactivated?” Vader asked. 

“Right after they were captured, sir.” 

“Good,” the giant black-robed figure said. “Prepare for the 
boarding and set your weapons for stun.” 


The Millennium Falcon so far had managed to evade its TIE 
fighter pursuers. But could it escape attack from the ominous Star 
Destroyer that pressed toward it, ever closer? 


“We don’t have any room for mistakes,” Leia said tensely, 
watching the large blip on the monitors. 

“If my men said they fixed this baby, they fixed it,” Lando 
assured her. “We’ve got nothing to worry about.” 

“Sounds familiar,” Leia mused to herself. 

The ship was rocked again by the concussion of another laser 
explosion, but at that moment a green light began flashing on the 
control panel. 

“The coordinates are set, Chewie, 
never.” 

The Wookiee barked in agreement. He was ready for the 
hyperdrive escape. 

“Punch it!” Lando yelled. 
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Leia said. “Its now or 


Chewbacca shrugged as if to say it was worth a try. He pulled 
back on the light-speed throttle, suddenly altering the sound of 
the ion engines. All on board were praying in human and droid 
fashion that the system would work; they had no other hope of 
escape. But abruptly the sound choked and died and Chewbacca 
roared a howl of desperate frustration. 

Again the hyperdrive system had failed them. 

And still the Millennium Falcon lurched with the TIE fighters’ 
fire. 


From his Imperial Star Destroyer, Darth Vader watched in 
fascination as the TIE fighters relentlessly fired at the Millennium 
Falcon. Vader’s ship was closing in on the fleeing Falcon—it 
would not be long before the Dark Lord had Skywalker 
completely in his power. 


And Luke sensed it, too. Quietly he gazed out, knowing that 
Vader was near, that his victory over the weakened Jedi would 
soon be complete. His body was battered, was exhausted; his 
spirit was prepared to succumb to his fate. There was no reason 
to fight any more—there was nothing left to believe in. 


“Ben,” he whispered in utter despair, “why didn’t you tell me?” 

Lando tried to adjust some controls, and Chewbacca leaped 
from his chair to race to the hold. Leia took Chewbacca’s seat and 
helped Lando as they flew the Falcon through the exploding flak. 

As the Wookiee ran into the hold, he passed Artoo, who was 
still working on Threepio. The R2 unit began to beep in great 
consternation as he scanned the Wookiee frantically trying to fix 
the hyperdrive system. 

“T said we’re doomed!” the panicked Threepio told Artoo. “The 
light-speed engines are malfunctioning again.” 

Artoo beeped as he connected a leg. 

“How could you know what’s wrong?” the golden droid 
scoffed. “Ouch! Mind my foot! And stop chattering on so.” 

Lando’s voice sounded in the hold through the intercom. 
“Chewie, check the secondary deviation controls.” 

Chewbacca dropped into the hold’s pit. He fought to loosen a 
section of the paneling with an enormous wrench. But it failed to 


budge. Roaring in frustration, he gripped the tool like a club and 
bashed the panel with all his strength. 

Suddenly the cockpit control panel sprayed Lando and the 
princess with a shower of sparks. They jumped back in their seats 
in surprise, but Luke didn’t seem to notice anything happening 
around him. His head hung in discouragement and deep pain. 

“I won't be able to resist him,” he muttered softly. 

Again Lando banked the Millennium Falcon, trying to shed the 
pursuers. But the distance between freighter and TIE fighters was 
narrowing by the moment. 

In the Millennium Falcon’s hold, Artoo raced to a control panel, 
leaving an outraged Threepio to stand sputtering in place on his 
one attached leg. Artoo worked swiftly, relying only on 
mechanical instinct to reprogram the circuit board. Lights flashed 
brightly with each of Artoo’s adjustments, when suddenly, from 
deep within the Falcon’s hyperspeed engines, a new and powerful 
hum resonated throughout the ship. 

The freighter tilted suddenly, sending the whistling R2 droid 
rolling across the floor into the pit to land on the startled 
Chewbacca. 

Lando, who had been standing near the control panel, tumbled 
back against the cockpit wall. But as he fell back, he saw the stars 
outside become blinding, infinite streaks of light. 

“We did it!” Lando yelled triumphantly. 

The Millennium Falcon had shot victoriously into hyperdrive. 


Darth Vader stood silently. He gazed at the black void where, a 
moment before, the Millennium Falcon had been. His deep, black 
silence brought terror to the two men standing near him. Admiral 
Piett and his captain waited, chills of fear coursing through their 
bodies, and wondered how soon they would feel the invisible, 
viselike talons around their throats. 


But the Dark Lord did not move. He stood silently 
contemplative, with his hands behind his back. Then he turned 
and slowly walked off the bridge, his ebony cloak billowing 
behind him. 


O XIV 


THE Millennium Falcon was at last safely docked on a huge Rebel 
cruiser. Gleaming in the distance was a glorious red glow that 
radiated from a large red star—a glow that shed its crimson light 
on the battered hull of the small freighter craft. 

Luke Skywalker rested in the medical center of the Rebel Star 
Cruiser, where he was attended by the surgeon droid called Too- 
Onebee. The youth sat quietly, thoughtfully, while Too-Onebee 
gently began to look at his wounded hand. 

Gazing up, Luke saw Leia, followed by See-Threepio and Artoo- 
Detoo, entering the medical center to check his progress, and, 
perhaps, bring him a little cheer. But Luke knew that the best 
therapy he had received yet aboard this cruiser was in the radiant 
image before him. 

Princess Leia was smiling. Her eyes were wide and sparkling 
with a wondrous glow. She looked just as she had that first time 
he saw her—a lifetime ago, it seemed—when Artoo-Detoo first 
projected her holographic image. And, in her floor-length, high- 
necked gown of purest white, she looked angelic. 

Raising his hand, Luke offered it to the expert service of Too- 
Onebee. The surgeon droid examined the bionic hand that was 
skillfully fused to Luke’s arm. Then the robot wrapped a soft 


metalized strip about the hand and attached a small electronic 
unit to the strip, tightening it slightly. Luke made a fist with his 
new hand and felt the healing pulsations imparted by Too- 
Onebee’s apparatus. Then he let his hand and arm relax. 

Leia and the two droids moved closer to Luke as a voice came 
over an intercom loudspeaker. It was Lando: “Luke ...” the voice 
blared, “we’re ready for takeoff.” 

Lando Calrissian sat in the Millennium Falcon’s pilot’s chair. He 
had missed his old freighter, but now that he was once again its 
captain, he felt quite uncomfortable. In his copilot’s chair, the 
great Wookiee Chewbacca noticed his new captain’s discomfort 
while he began to throw the switches to ready the ship for 
takeoff. 

Luke’s voice came over Lando’s comlink speaker: “Pll meet you 
on Tatooine.” 

Again Lando spoke into his comlink microphone, but this time 
he spoke to Leia: “Don’t worry, Leia,” he said with emotion, 
“we'll find Han.” 

And leaning over, Chewbacca barked his farewell into the 
microphone—a bark that may have transcended the limits of time 
and space to be heard by Han Solo, wherever the bounty hunter 
had taken him. 

It was Luke who spoke the final farewell, though he refused to 
say good-bye. “Take care, my friends,” he said with a new 
maturity in his voice. “May The Force Be With You.” 

Leia stood alone at the great circular window of the Rebel Star 
Cruiser, her slim white-draped form dwarfed by the vast canopy 
of stars and the drifting ships of the fleet. She watched the 
majestic scarlet star that burned in the infinite black sea. 

Luke, with Threepio and Artoo tagging along, moved to stand 
next to her. He understood what she was feeling for he knew how 
terrible such a loss could be. 

Standing together, the group faced the inviting heavens and 
saw the Millennium Falcon moving into view, then veering off in 
another direction to soar with great dignity through the Rebel 
fleet. Soon the Millennium Falcon had left the fleet in its wake. 

They needed no words in this moment. Luke knew that Leia’s 
mind and heart were with Han, no matter where he was or what 
his fate might be. As to his own destiny, he was now more 
uncertain about himself than he had ever been—even before this 


simple farm boy on a distant world first learned of the intangible 
something called the Force. He only knew he had to return to 
Yoda and finish his training before he set off to rescue Han. 

Slowly he put his arm around Leia and together with Threepio 
and Artoo, they faced the heavens bravely, each of them gazing 
at the same crimson star. 


STAR WARS—The Expanded Universe 


You saw the movies. You watched the cartoon series, or maybe 
played some of the video games. But did you know ... 

In The Empire Strikes Back, Princess Leia Organa said to Han 
Solo, “I love you.” Han said, “I know.” But did you know that 
they actually got married? And had three Jedi children: the twins, 
Jacen and Jaina, and a younger son, Anakin? 

Luke Skywalker was trained as a Jedi by Obi-Wan Kenobi and 
Yoda. But did you know that, years later, he went on to revive 
the Jedi Order and its commitment to defending the galaxy from 
evil and injustice? 

Obi-Wan said to Luke, “For over a thousand generations, the 
Jedi Knights were the guardians of peace and justice in the Old 
Republic. Before the dark times. Before the Empire.” Did you 
know that over those millennia, legendary Jedi and infamous Sith 
Lords were adding their names to the annals of Republic history? 

Yoda explained that the dreaded Sith tend to come in twos: 
“Always two, there are. No more, no less. A Master, and an 
apprentice.” But did you know that the Sith didn’t always exist in 
pairs? That at one time in the ancient Republic there were as 
many Sith as Jedi, until a Sith Lord named Darth Bane was the 
lone survivor of a great Sith war and created the “Rule of Two”? 

All this and much, much more is brought to life in the many 
novels and comics of the Star Wars expanded universe. You’ve 
seen the movies and watched the cartoon. Now venture out into 
the wider worlds of Star Wars! 

Turn the page or jump to the timeline of Star Wars novels to 
learn more. 
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“Captain Pellaeon?” a voice called down the portside crew pit 
through the hum of background conversation. “Message from the 
sentry line: the scoutships have just come out of lightspeed.” 

Pellaeon, leaning over the shoulder of the man at the 
Chimaera’s bridge engineering monitor, ignored the shout. “Trace 
this line for me,” he ordered, tapping a light pen at the schematic 
on the display. 

The engineer threw a questioning glance up at him. “Sir ...? 

“I heard him,” Pellaeon said. “You have an order, Lieutenant.” 

“Yes, sir,” the other said carefully, and keyed for the trace. 

“Captain Pellaeon?” the voice repeated, closer this time. 
Keeping his eyes on the engineering display, Pellaeon waited 
until he could hear the sound of the approaching footsteps. Then, 
with all the regal weight that fifty years spent in the Imperial 
Fleet gave to a man, he straightened up and turned. 

The young duty officer’s brisk walk faltered; came to an abrupt 
halt. “Uh, sir—” He looked into Pellaeon’s eyes and his voice 
faded away. 

Pellaeon let the silence hang in the air for a handful of 
heartbeats, long enough for those nearest to notice. “This is not a 
cattle market in Shaum Hii, Lieutenant Tschel,” he said at last, 
keeping his voice calm but icy cold. “This is the bridge of an 
Imperial Star Destroyer. Routine information is not—repeat, not— 
simply shouted in the general direction of its intended recipient. 
Is that clear?” 

Tschel swallowed. “Yes, sir.” 
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Pellaeon held his eyes a few seconds longer, then lowered his 
head in a slight nod. “Now. Report.” 

“Yes, sir.” Tschel swallowed again. “We’ve just received word 
from the sentry ships, sir: the scouts have returned from their 
scan raid on the Obroa-skai system.” 

“Very good,” Pellaeon nodded. “Did they have any trouble?” 

“Only a little, sir—the natives apparently took exception to 
them pulling a dump of their central library system. The wing 
commander said there was some attempt at pursuit, but that he 
lost them.” 

“T hope so,” Pellaeon said grimly. Obroa-skai held a strategic 
position in the borderland regions, and intelligence reports 
indicated that the New Republic was making a strong bid for its 
membership and support. If they’d had armed emissary ships 
there at the time of the raid.... 

Well, he’d know soon enough. “Have the wing commander 
report to the bridge ready room with his report as soon as the 
ships are aboard,” he told Tschel. “And have the sentry line go to 
yellow alert. Dismissed.” 

“Yes, sir.” Spinning around with a reasonably good imitation of 
a proper military turn, the lieutenant headed back toward the 
communications console. 

The young lieutenant ... which was, Pellaeon thought with a 
trace of old bitterness, where the problem really lay. In the old 
days—at the height of the Empire’s power—it would have been 
inconceivable for a man as young as Tschel to serve as a bridge 
officer aboard a ship like the Chimaera. Now— 

He looked down at the equally young man at the engineering 
monitor. Now, in contrast, the Chimaera had virtually no one 
aboard except young men and women. 

Slowly, Pellaeon let his eyes sweep across the bridge, feeling 
the echoes of old anger and hatred twist through his stomach. 
There had been many commanders in the Fleet, he knew, who 
had seen the Emperor’s original Death Star as a blatant attempt to 
bring the Empire’s vast military power more tightly under his 
direct control, just as he’d already done with the Empire’s 
political power. The fact that he’d ignored the battle station’s 
proven vulnerability and gone ahead with a second Death Star 
had merely reinforced that suspicion. There would have been few 
in the Fleet’s upper echelons who would have genuinely mourned 


its loss ... if it hadn’t, in its death throes, taken the Super Star 
Destroyer Executor with it. 

Even after five years Pellaeon couldn’t help but wince at the 
memory of that image: the Executor, out of control, colliding with 
the unfinished Death Star and then disintegrating completely in 
the battle station’s massive explosion. The loss of the ship itself 
had been bad enough; but the fact that it was the Executor had 
made it far worse. That particular Super Star Destroyer had been 
Darth Vader’s personal ship, and despite the Dark Lord’s 
legendary—and often lethal—capriciousness, serving aboard it 
had long been perceived as the quick line to promotion. 

Which meant that when the Executor died, so also did a 
disproportionate fraction of the best young and midlevel officers 
and crewers. 

The Fleet had never recovered from that fiasco. With the 
Executor’s leadership gone, the battle had quickly turned into a 
confused rout, with several other Star Destroyers being lost 
before the order to withdraw had finally been given. Pellaeon 
himself, taking command when the Chimaera’s former captain 
was killed, had done what he could to hold things together; but 
despite his best efforts, they had never regained the initiative 
against the Rebels. Instead, they had been steadily pushed 
back ... until they were here. 

Here, in what had once been the backwater of the Empire, with 
barely a quarter of its former systems still under nominal Imperial 
control. Here, aboard a Star Destroyer manned almost entirely by 
painstakingly trained but badly inexperienced young people, 
many of them conscripted from their home worlds by force or 
threat of force. 

Here, under the command of possibly the greatest military 
mind the Empire had ever seen. 

Pellaeon smiled—a tight, wolfish smile—as he again looked 
around his bridge. No, the end of the Empire was not yet. As the 
arrogantly self-proclaimed New Republic would soon discover. 

He glanced at his watch. Two-fifteen. Grand Admiral Thrawn 
would be meditating in his command room now... and if 
Imperial procedure frowned on shouting across the bridge, it 
frowned even harder on interrupting a Grand Admiral’s 
meditation by intercom. One spoke to him in person, or one did 
not speak to him at all. “Continue tracing those lines,” Pellaeon 


ordered the engineering lieutenant as he headed for the door. “T’ll 
be back shortly.” 

The Grand Admiral’s new command room was two levels below 
the bridge, in a space that had once housed the former 
commander’s luxury entertainment suite. When Pellaeon had 
found Thrawn—or rather, when the Grand Admiral had found 
him—one of his first acts had been to take over the suite and 
convert it into what was essentially a secondary bridge. 

A secondary bridge, meditation room ... and perhaps more. It 
was no secret aboard the Chimaera that since the recent refitting 
had been completed the Grand Admiral had been spending a 
great deal of his time here. What was secret was what exactly he 
did during those long hours. 

Stepping to the door, Pellaeon straightened his tunic and 
braced himself. Perhaps he was about to find out. “Captain 
Pellaeon to see Grand Admiral Thrawn,” he announced. “I have 
informa—” 

The door slid open before he’d finished speaking. Mentally 
preparing himself, Pellaeon stepped into the dimly lit entry room. 
He glanced around, saw nothing of interest, and started for the 
door to the main chamber, five paces ahead. 

A touch of air on the back of his neck was his only warning. 
“Captain Pellaeon,” a deep, gravelly, catlike voice mewed into his 
ear. 

Pellaeon jumped and spun around, cursing both himself and 
the short, wiry creature standing less than half a meter away. 
“Blast it, Rukh,” he snarled. “What do you think you’re doing?” 

For a long moment Rukh just looked up at him, and Pellaeon 
felt a drop of sweat trickle down his back. With his large dark 
eyes, protruding jaw, and glistening needle teeth, Rukh was even 
more of a nightmare in the dimness than he was in normal 
lighting. 

Especially to someone like Pellaeon, who knew what Thrawn 
used Rukh and his fellow Noghri for. 

“Pm doing my job,” Rukh said at last. He stretched his thin arm 
almost casually out toward the inner door, and Pellaeon caught 
just a glimpse of the slender assassin’s knife before it vanished 
somehow into the Noghri’s sleeve. His hand closed, then opened 
again, steel-wire muscles moving visibly beneath his dark gray 
skin. “You may enter.” 


“Thank you,” Pellaeon growled. Straightening his tunic again, 
he turned back to the door. It opened at his approach, and he 
stepped through— 

Into a softly lit art museum. 

He stopped short, just inside the room, and looked around in 
astonishment. The walls and domed ceiling were covered with 
flat paintings and planics, a few of them vaguely human-looking 
but most of distinctly alien origin. Various sculptures were 
scattered around, some freestanding, others on pedestals. In the 
center of the room was a double circle of repeater displays, the 
outer ring slightly higher than the inner ring. Both sets of 
displays, at least from what little Pellaeon could see, also seemed 
to be devoted to pictures of artwork. 

And in the center of the double circle, seated in a duplicate of 
the Admiral’s Chair on the bridge, was Grand Admiral Thrawn. 

He sat motionlessly, his shimmery blue-black hair glinting in 
the dim light, his pale blue skin looking cool and subdued and 
very alien on his otherwise human frame. His eyes were nearly 
closed as he leaned back against the headrest, only a glint of red 
showing between the lids. 

Pellaeon licked his lips, suddenly unsure of the wisdom of 
having invaded Thrawn’s sanctum like this. If the Grand Admiral 
decided to be annoyed.... 

“Come in, Captain,” Thrawn said, his quietly modulated voice 
cutting through Pellaeon’s thoughts. Eyes still closed to slits, he 
waved a hand in a small and precisely measured motion. “What 
do you think?” 

“It’s ... very interesting, sir,” was all Pellaeon could come up 
with as he walked over to the outer display circle. 

“All holographic, of course,” Thrawn said, and Pellaeon 
thought he could hear a note of regret in the other’s voice. “The 
sculptures and flats both. Some of them are lost; many of the 
others are on planets now occupied by the Rebellion.” 

“Yes, sir,” Pellaeon nodded. “I thought you’d want to know, 
Admiral, that the scouts have returned from the Obroa-skai 
system. The wing commander will be ready for debriefing in a 
few minutes.” 

Thrawn nodded. “Were they able to tap into the central library 
system?” 

“They got at least a partial dump,” Pellaeon told him. “I don’t 


? 


know yet if they were able to complete it—apparently, there was 
some attempt at pursuit. The wing commander thinks he lost 
them, though.” 

For a moment Thrawn was silent. “No,” he said. “No, I don’t 
believe he has. Particularly not if the pursuers were from the 
Rebellion.” Taking a deep breath, he straightened in his chair 
and, for the first time since Pellaeon had entered, opened his 
glowing red eyes. 

Pellaeon returned the other’s gaze without flinching, feeling a 
small flicker of pride at the achievement. Many of the Emperors 
top commanders and courtiers had never learned to feel 
comfortable with those eyes. Or with Thrawn himself, for that 
matter. Which was probably why the Grand Admiral had spent so 
much of his career out in the Unknown Regions, working to bring 
those still-barbaric sections of the galaxy under Imperial control. 
His brilliant successes had won him the title of Warlord and the 
right to wear the white uniform of Grand Admiral—the only 
nonhuman ever granted that honor by the Emperor. 

Ironically, it had also made him all the more indispensable to 
the frontier campaigns. Pellaeon had often wondered how the 
Battle of Endor would have ended if Thrawn, not Vader, had been 
commanding the Executor, “Yes, sir,” he said. “I’ve ordered the 
sentry line onto yellow alert. Shall we go to red?” 

“Not yet,” Thrawn said. “We should still have a few minutes. 
Tell me, Captain, do you know anything about art?” 

“Ah ... not very much,” Pellaeon managed, thrown a little by 
the sudden change of subject. “I’ve never really had much time to 
devote to it.” 

“You should make the time.” Thrawn gestured to a part of the 
inner display circle to his right. “Saffa paintings,” he identified 
them. “Circa 1550 to 2200, Pre-Empire Date. Note how the style 
changes—right here—at the first contact with the Thenngora. 
Over there—” he pointed to the left-hand wall “—are examples of 
Paonidd extrassa art. Note the similarities with the early Saffa 
work, and also the mid-eighteenth-century Pre-Em Vaathkree 
flatsculp.” 

“Yes, I see,” Pellaeon said, not entirely truthfully. “Admiral, 
shouldn’t we be—?” 

He broke off as a shrill whistle split the air. “Bridge to Grand 
Admiral Thrawn,” Lieutenant Tsehel’s taut voice called over the 


intercom. “Sir, we’re under attack!” 

Thrawn tapped the intercom switch. “This is Thrawn,” he said 
evenly. “Go to red alert, and tell me what we’ve got. Calmly, if 
possible.” 

“Yes, sir.” The muted alert lights began flashing, and Pellaeon 
could hear the sound of the klaxons baying faintly outside the 
room. “Sensors are picking up four New Republic Assault 
Frigates,” Tschel continued, his voice tense but under noticeably 
better control. “Plus at least three wings of X-wing fighters. 
Symmetric cloud-vee formation, coming in on our scoutships’ 
vector.” 

Pellaeon swore under his breath. A single Star Destroyer, with 
a largely inexperienced crew, against four Assault Frigates and 
their accompanying fighters ... “Run engines to full power,” he 
called toward the intercom. “Prepare to make the jump to 
lightspeed.” He took a step toward the door— 

“Belay that jump order, Lieutenant,” Thrawn said, still glacially 
calm. “TIE fighter crews to their stations; activate deflector 
shields.” 

Pellaeon spun back to him. “Admiral—” 

Thrawn cut him off with an upraised hand. “Come here, 
Captain,” the Grand Admiral ordered. “Let’s take a look, shall 
we?” 

He touched a switch; and abruptly, the art show was gone. 
Instead, the room had become a miniature bridge monitor, with 
helm, engine, and weapons readouts on the walls and double 
display circle. The open space had become a holographic tactical 
display; in one corner a flashing sphere indicated the invaders. 
The wall display nearest to it gave an ETA estimate of twelve 
minutes. 

“Fortunately, the scoutships have enough of a lead not to be in 
danger themselves,” Thrawn commented. “So. Let’s see what 
exactly we’re dealing with. Bridge: order the three nearest sentry 
ships to attack.” 

“Yes, sir.” 

Across the room, three blue dots shifted out of the sentry line 
onto intercept vectors. From the corner of his eye Pellaeon saw 
Thrawn lean forward in his seat as the Assault Frigates and 
accompanying X-wings shifted in response. One of the blue dots 
winked out— 


“Excellent,” Thrawn said, leaning back in his seat. “That will 
do, Lieutenant. Pull the other two sentry ships back, and order 
the Sector Four line to scramble out of the invaders’ vector.” 

“Yes, sir,” Tschel said, sounding more than a little confused. 

A confusion Pellaeon could well understand. “Shouldn’t we at 
least signal the rest of the Fleet?” he suggested, hearing the 
tightness in his voice. “The Death’s Head could be here in twenty 
minutes, most of the others in less than an hour.” 

“The last thing we want to do right now is bring in more of our 
ships, Captain,” Thrawn said. He looked up at Pellaeon, and a 
faint smile touched his lips. “After all, there may be survivors, 
and we wouldn’t want the Rebellion learning about us. Would 
we.” 

He turned back to his displays. “Bridge: I want a twenty-degree 
port yaw rotation—bring us flat to the invaders’ vector, 
superstructure pointing at them. As soon as they’re within the 
outer perimeter, the Sector Four sentry line is to re-form behind 
them and jam all transmissions.” 

“Y-yes, sir. Sir—?” 

“You don’t have to understand, Lieutenant,” Thrawn said, his 
voice abruptly cold. “Just obey.” 

“Yes, sir.” 

Pellaeon took a careful breath as the displays showed the 
Chimaera rotating as per orders. “I’m afraid I don’t understand, 
either, Admiral,” he said. “Turning our superstructure toward 
them—” 

Again, Thrawn stopped him with an upraised hand. “Watch 
and learn, Captain. That’s fine, bridge: stop rotation and hold 
position here. Drop docking bay deflector shields, boost power to 
all others. TIE fighter squadrons: launch when ready. Head 
directly away from the Chimaera for two kilometers, then sweep 
around in open cluster formation. Backfire speed, zonal attack 
pattern.” 

He got an acknowledgment, then looked up at Pellaeon. “Do 
you understand now, Captain?” 

Pellaeon pursed his lips. “I’m afraid not,” he admitted. “I see 
now that the reason you turned the ship was to give the fighters 
some exit cover, but the rest is nothing but a classic Marg Sabl 
closure maneuver. They’re not going to fall for anything that 
simple.” 


“On the contrary,” Thrawn corrected coolly. “Not only will 
they fall for it, they’ll be utterly destroyed by it. Watch, Captain. 
And learn.” 

The TIE fighters launched, accelerating away from the 
Chimaera and then leaning hard into etheric rudders to sweep 
back around it like the spray of some exotic fountain. The 
invading ships spotted the attackers and shifted vectors— 

Pellaeon blinked. “What in the Empire are they doing?” 

“They’re trying the only defense they know of against a Marg 
Sabl,” Thrawn said, and there was no mistaking the satisfaction in 
his voice. “Or, to be more precise, the only defense they are 
psychologically capable of attempting.” He nodded toward the 
flashing sphere. “You see, Captain, there’s an Elom commanding 
that force ... and Elomin simply cannot handle the unstructured 
attack profile of a properly executed Marg Sabl.” 

Pellaeon stared at the invaders, still shifting into their utterly 
useless defense stance ...and slowly it dawned on him what 
Thrawn had just done. “That sentry ship attack a few minutes 
ago,” he said. “You were able to tell from that that those were 
Elomin ships?” 

“Learn about art, Captain,” Thrawn said, his voice almost 
dreamy. “When you understand a species’ art, you understand 
that species.” 

He straightened in his chair. “Bridge: bring us to flank speed. 
Prepare to join the attack.” 

An hour later, it was all over. 
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The ready room door slid shut behind the wing commander, 
and Pellaeon gazed back at the map still on the display. “Sounds 
like Obroa-skai is a dead end,” he said regretfully. “There’s no 
way well be able to spare the manpower that much pacification 
would cost.” 

“For now, perhaps,” Thrawn agreed. “But only for now.” 

Pellaeon frowned across the table at him. Thrawn was fiddling 
with a data card, rubbing it absently between finger and thumb, 
as he stared out the view port at the stars. A strange smile played 
about his lips. “Admiral?” he asked carefully. 

Thrawn turned his head, those glowing eyes coming to rest on 


Pellaeon. “It’s the second piece of the puzzle, Captain,” he said 
softly, holding up the data card. “The piece I’ve been searching 
for now for over a year.” 

Abruptly, he turned to the intercom, jabbed it on. “Bridge, this 
is Grand Admiral Thrawn. Signal the Death’s Head; inform 
Captain Harbid we’ll be temporarily leaving the Fleet. He’s to 
continue making tactical surveys of the local systems and pulling 
data dumps wherever possible. Then set course for a planet called 
Myrkr—the nav computer has its location.” 

The bridge acknowledged, and Thrawn turned back to 
Pellaeon. “You seem lost, Captain,” he suggested. “I take it you’ve 
never heard of Myrkr.” 

Pellaeon shook his head, trying without success to read the 
Grand Admiral’s expression. “Should I have?” 

“Probably not. Most of those who have been smugglers, 
malcontents, and otherwise useless dregs of the galaxy.” 

He paused, taking a measured sip from the mug at his elbow— 
a strong Forvish ale, from the smell of it—and Pellaeon forced 
himself to remain silent. Whatever the Grand Admiral was going 
to tell him, he was obviously going to tell it in his own way and 
time. “I ran across an offhand reference to it some seven years 
ago,” Thrawn continued, setting his mug back down. “What 
caught my attention was the fact that, although the planet had 
been populated for at least three hundred years, both the Old 
Republic and the Jedi of that time had always left it strictly 
alone.” He cocked one blue-black eyebrow slightly. “What would 
you infer from that, Captain?” 

Pellaeon shrugged. “That it’s a frontier planet, somewhere too 
far away for anyone to care about.” 

“Very good, Captain. That was my first assumption, 
too ... except that it’s not. Myrkr is, in fact, no more than a 
hundred fifty light-years from here—close to our border with the 
Rebellion and well within the Old Republic’s boundaries.” 
Thrawn dropped his eyes to the data card still in his hand. “No, 
the actual explanation is far more interesting. And far more 
useful.” 

Pellaeon looked at the data card, too. “And that explanation 
became the first piece of this puzzle of yours?” 

Thrawn smiled at him. “Again, Captain, very good. Yes. Myrkr 
—or more precisely, one of its indigenous animals—was the first 


piece. The second is on a world called Wayland.” He waved the 
data card. “A world for which, thanks to the Obroans, I finally 
have a location.” 

“I congratulate you,” Pellaeon said, suddenly tired of this 
game. “May I ask just what exactly this puzzle is?” 

Thrawn smiled—a smile that sent a shiver up Pellaeon’s back. 
“Why, the only puzzle worth solving, of course,” the Grand 
Admiral said softly. “The complete, total, and utter destruction of 
the Rebellion.” 


THE OLD REPUBLIC 


(5,000-33 YEARS BEFORE STAR WARS: A NEW 
HOPE) 


Long—long—ago in a galaxy far, far away ... some twenty-five 
thousand years before Luke Skywalker destroyed the first Death 
Star at the Battle of Yavin in Star Wars: A New Hope ... a large 
number of star systems and species in the center of the galaxy 
came together to form the Galactic Republic, governed by a 
Chancellor and a Senate from the capital city-world of Coruscant. 
As the Republic expanded via the hyperspace lanes, it absorbed 
new member worlds from newly discovered star systems; it also 
expanded its military to deal with the hostile civilizations, 
slavers, pirates, and gangster-species such as the slug-like Hutts 
that were encountered in the outward exploration. But the most 
vital defenders of the Republic were the Jedi Knights. Originally a 
reclusive order dedicated to studying the mysteries of the life 
energy known as the Force, the Jedi became the Republic’s 
guardians, charged by the Senate with keeping the peace—with 
wise words if possible; with lightsabers if not. 

But the Jedi weren’t the only Force-users in the galaxy. An 
ancient civil war had pitted those Jedi who used the Force 
selflessly against those who allowed themselves to be ruled by 
their ambitions—which the Jedi warned led to the dark side of 
the Force. Defeated in that long-ago war, the dark siders fled 
beyond the galactic frontier, where they built a civilization of 
their own: the Sith Empire. 

The first great conflict between the Republic and the Sith 
Empire occurred when two hyperspace explorers stumbled on the 
Sith worlds, giving the Sith Lord Naga Sadow and his dark side 
warriors a direct invasion route into the Republic’s central 
worlds. This war resulted in the first destruction of the Sith 


Empire—but it was hardly the last. For the next four thousand 
years, skirmishes between the Republic and Sith grew into wars, 
with the scales always tilting toward one or the other, and peace 
never lasting. The galaxy was a place of almost constant strife: 
Sith armies against Republic armies; Force-using Sith Lords 
against Jedi Masters and Jedi Knights; and the dreaded nomadic 
mercenaries called Mandalorians bringing muscle and firepower 
wherever they stood to gain. 

Then, a thousand years before A New Hope and the Battle of 
Yavin, the Jedi defeated the Sith at the Battle of Ruusan, 
decimating the so-called Brotherhood of Darkness that was the 
heart of the Sith Empire—and most of its power. 

One Sith Lord survived—Darth Bane—and his vision for the 
Sith differed from that of his predecessors. He instituted a new 
doctrine: No longer would the followers of the dark side build 
empires or amass great armies of Force-users. There would be 
only two Sith at a time: a Master and an apprentice. From that 
time on, the Sith remained in hiding, biding their time and 
plotting their revenge, while the rest of the galaxy enjoyed an 
unprecedented era of peace, so long and strong that the Republic 
eventually dismantled its standing armies. 

But while the Republic seemed strong, its institutions had 
begun to rot. Greedy corporations sought profits above all else 
and a corrupt Senate did nothing to stop them, until the 
corporations reduced many planets to raw materials for factories 
and entire species became subjects for exploitation. Individual 
Jedi continued to defend the Republic’s citizens and obey the will 
of the Force, but the Jedi Order to which they answered grew 
increasingly out of touch. And a new Sith mastermind, Darth 
Sidious, at last saw a way to restore Sith domination over the 
galaxy and its inhabitants, and quietly worked to set in motion 
the revenge of the Sith ... 

If you’re a reader new to the Old Republic era, here are three 
great starting points: 


* The Old Republic: Deceived, by Paul S. Kemp: Kemp tells the 
tale of the Republic’s betrayal by the Sith Empire, and 
features Darth Malgus, an intriguing, complicated villain. 

e Knight Errant, by John Jackson Miller: Alone in Sith territory, 
the headstrong Jedi Kerra Holt seeks to thwart the designs of 


an eccentric clan of fearsome, powerful, and bizarre Sith 
Lords. 


° Darth Bane: Path of Destruction, by Drew Karpyshyn: A portrait 
of one of the most famous Sith Lords, from his horrifying 
childhood to an adulthood spent in the implacable pursuit of 
vengeance. 


Read on for an excerpt from a Star Wars novel set in the Old 
Republic era. 
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KARPYSHYN 


Dessel was lost in the suffering of his job, barely even aware of 
his surroundings. His arms ached from the endless pounding of 
the hydraulic jack. Small bits of rock skipped off the cavern wall 
as he bored through, ricocheting off his protective goggles and 
stinging his exposed face and hands. Clouds of atomized dust 
filled the air, obscuring his vision, and the screeching whine of 
the jack filled the cavern, drowning out all other sounds as it 
burrowed centimeter by agonizing centimeter into the thick vein 
of cortosis woven into the rock before him. 

Impervious to both heat and energy, cortosis was prized in the 
construction of armor and shielding by both commercial and 
military interests, especially with the galaxy at war. Highly 
resistant to blaster bolts, cortosis alloys supposedly could 
withstand even the blade of a lightsaber. Unfortunately, the very 
properties that made it so valuable also made it extremely 
difficult to mine. Plasma torches were virtually useless; it would 
take days to burn away even a small section of cortosis-laced 
rock. The only effective way to mine it was through the brute 
force of hydraulic jacks pounding relentlessly away at a vein, 
chipping the cortosis free bit by bit. 

Cortosis was one of the hardest materials in the galaxy. The 
force of the pounding quickly wore down the head of a jack, 
blunting it until it became almost useless. The dust clogged the 
hydraulic pistons, making them jam. Mining cortosis was hard on 
the equipment ... and even harder on the miners. 

Des had been hammering away for nearly six standard hours. 
The jack weighed more than thirty kilos, and the strain of 
keeping it raised and pressed against the rock face was taking its 
toll. His arms were trembling from the exertion. His lungs were 
gasping for air and choking on the clouds of fine mineral dust 
thrown up from the jack’s head. Even his teeth hurt: the rattling 
vibration felt as if it were shaking them loose from his gums. 


But the miners on Apatros were paid based on how much 
cortosis they brought back. If he quit now, another miner would 
jump in and start working the vein, taking a share of the profits. 
Des didn’t like to share. 

The whine of the jack’s motor took on a higher pitch, becoming 
a keening wail Des was all too familiar with. At twenty thousand 
rpm, the motor sucked in dust like a thirsty bantha sucking up 
water after a long desert crossing. The only way to combat it was 
by regular cleaning and servicing, and the Outer Rim Oreworks 
Company preferred to buy cheap equipment and replace it, rather 
than sinking credits into maintenance. Des knew exactly what 
was going to happen next—and a second later, it did. The motor 
blew. 

The hydraulics seized with a horrible crunch, and a cloud of 
black smoke spit out the rear of the jack. Cursing ORO and its 
corporate policies, Des released his cramped finger from the 
trigger and tossed the spent piece of equipment to the floor. 

“Move aside, kid,” a voice said. 

Gerd, one of the other miners, stepped up and tried to shoulder 
Des out of the way so he could work the vein with his own jack. 
Gerd had been working the mines for nearly twenty standard 
years, and it had turned his body into a mass of hard, knotted 
muscle. But Des had been working the mines for ten years 
himself, ever since he was a teenager, and he was just as solid as 
the older man—and a little bigger. He didn’t budge. 

“Pm not done here,” he said. “Jack died, that’s all. Hand me 
yours and Pll keep at it for a while.” 

“You know the rules, kid. You stop working and someone else 
is allowed to move in.” 

Technically, Gerd was right. But nobody ever jumped another 
miner’s claim over an equipment malfunction. Not unless he was 
trying to pick a fight. 

Des took a quick look around. The chamber was empty except 
for the two of them, standing less than half a meter apart. Not a 
surprise; Des usually chose caverns far off the main tunnel 
network. It had to be more than mere coincidence that Gerd was 
here. 

Des had known Gerd for as long as he could remember. The 
middle-aged man had been friends with Hurst, Des’s father. Back 
when Des first started working the mines at thirteen, he had 


taken a lot of abuse from the bigger miners. His father had been 
the worst tormentor, but Gerd had been one of the main 
instigators, dishing out more than his fair share of teasing, 
insults, and the occasional cuff on the ear. 

Their harassments had ended shortly after Des’s father died of a 
massive heart attack. It wasn’t because the miners felt sorry for 
the orphaned young man, though. By the time Hurst died, the 
tall, skinny teenager they loved to bully had become a mountain 
of muscle with heavy hands and a fierce temper. Mining was a 
tough job; it was the closest thing to hard labor outside a 
Republic prison colony. Whoever worked the mines on Apatros 
got big—and Des just happened to become the biggest of them 
all. Half a dozen black eyes, countless bloody noses, and one 
broken jaw in the space of a month was all it took for Hurst’s old 
friends to decide they’d be happier if they left Des alone. 

Yet it was almost as if they blamed him for Hurst’s death, and 
every few months one of them tried again. Gerd had always been 
smart enough to keep his distance—until now. 

“T don’t see any of your friends here with you, old man,” Des 
said. “So back off my claim, and nobody gets hurt.” 

Gerd spat on the ground at Des’s feet. “You don’t even know 
what day it is, do you, boy? Kriffing disgrace is what you are!” 

They were standing close enough to each other that Des could 
smell the sour Corellian whiskey on Gerd’s breath. The man was 
drunk. Drunk enough to come looking for a fight, but still sober 
enough to hold his own. 

“Five years ago today,” Gerd said, shaking his head sadly. “Five 
years ago today your own father died, and you don’t even 
remember!” 

Des rarely even thought about his father anymore. He hadn’t 
been sorry to see him go. His earliest memories were of his father 
smacking him. He didn’t even remember the reason; Hurst rarely 
needed one. 

“Can’t say I miss Hurst the same way you do, Gerd.” 

“Hurst?” Gerd snorted. “He raised you by himself after your 
mama died, and you don’t even have the respect to call him Dad? 
You ungrateful son-of-a-Kath-hound!” 

Des glared down menacingly at Gerd, but the shorter man was 
too full of drink and self-righteous indignation to be intimidated. 

“Should’ve expected this from a mudcrutch whelp like you,” 


Gerd continued. “Hurst always said you were no good. He knew 
there was something wrong with you ... Bane.” 

Des narrowed his eyes, but didn’t rise to the bait. Hurst had 
called him by that name when he was drunk. Bane. He had 
blamed his son for his wife’s death. Blamed him for being stuck 
on Apatros. He considered his only child to be the bane of his 
existence, a fact he’d tended to spit out at Des in his drunken 
rages. 

Bane. It represented everything spiteful, petty, and mean about 
his father. It struck at the innermost fears of every child: fear of 
disappointment, fear of abandonment, fear of violence. As a kid, 
that name had hurt more than all the smacks from his father’s 
heavy fists. But Des wasn’t a kid anymore. Over time he’d learned 
to ignore it, along with all the rest of the hateful bile that spilled 
from his father’s mouth. 

“T don’t have time for this,” he muttered. “I’ve got work to do.” 

With one hand he grabbed the hydraulic jack from Gerd’s 
grasp. He put the other hand on Gerd’s shoulder and shoved him 
away. Stumbling back, the inebriated man caught his heel on a 
rock and fell roughly to the ground. 

He stood up with a snarl, his hands balling into fists. “Guess 
your daddy’s been gone too long, boy. You need someone to beat 
the sense back into you!” 

Gerd was drunk, but he was no fool, Des realized. Des was 
bigger, stronger, younger ... but he’d spent the last six hours 
working a hydraulic jack. He was covered in grime and the sweat 
was dripping off his face. His shirt was drenched. Gerd’s uniform, 
on the other hand, was still relatively clean: no dust, no sweat 
stains. He must have been planning this all day, taking it easy 
and sitting back while Des wore himself out. 

But Des wasn’t about to back down from a fight. Throwing 
Gerd’s jack to the ground, he dropped into a crouch, feet wide 
and arms held out in front of him. 

Gerd charged forward, swinging his right fist in a vicious 
uppercut. Des reached out and caught the punch with the open 
palm of his left hand, absorbing the force of the blow. His right 
hand snapped forward and grabbed the underside of Gerd’s right 
wrist; as he pulled the older man forward, Des ducked down and 
turned, driving his shoulder into Gerd’s chest. Using his 
opponent’s own momentum against him, Des straightened up and 


yanked hard on Gerd’s wrist, flipping him up and over so that he 
crashed to the ground on his back. 

The fight should have ended right then; Des had a split second 
where he could have dropped his knee onto his opponent, driving 
the breath from his lungs and pinning him to the ground while he 
pounded Gerd with his fists. But it didn’t happen. His back, 
exhausted from hours of hefting the thirty-kilo jack, spasmed. 

The pain was agonizing; instinctively Des straightened up, 
clutching at the knotted lumbar muscles. It gave Gerd a chance to 
roll out of the way and get back to his feet. 

Somehow Des managed to drop into his fighting crouch again. 
His back howled in protest, and he grimaced as red-hot daggers 
of pain shot through his body. Gerd saw the grimace and 
laughed. 

“Cramping up there, boy? You should know better than to try 
and fight after a six-hour shift in the mines.” 

Gerd charged forward again. This time his hands weren’t fists, 
but claws grasping and grabbing at anything they could find, 
trying to nullify the younger man’s height and reach by getting in 
close. Des tried to scramble out of the way, but his legs were too 
stiff and sore to get him clear. One hand grabbed his shirt, the 
other got hold of his belt as Gerd pulled both of them to the 
ground. 

They grappled together, wrestling on the hard, uneven stone of 
the cavern floor. Gerd had his face buried against Dessel’s chest 
to protect it, keeping Des from landing a solid elbow or head- 
butt. He still had a grip on Des’s belt, but now his other hand was 
free and punching blindly up to where he guessed Des’s face 
would be. Des was forced to wrap his arms in and around Gerd’s 
own, interlocking them so neither man could throw a punch. 

With their limbs pinned, strategy and technique meant little. 
The fight had become a test of strength and endurance, with the 
two combatants slowly wearing each other down. Dessel tried to 
roll Gerd over onto his back, but his weary body betrayed him. 
His limbs were heavy and soft; he couldn’t get the leverage he 
needed. Instead it was Gerd who was able to twist and turn, 
wrenching one of his hands free while still keeping his face 
pressed tight against Des’s chest so it wouldn’t be exposed. 

Des wasn’t so lucky ... his face was open and vulnerable. Gerd 
struck a blow with his free hand, but he didn’t hit with a closed 


fist. Instead he drove his thumb hard into Des’s cheek, only a few 
centimeters from his real target. He struck again with the thumb, 
looking to gouge out one of his opponent’s eyes and leave him 
blind and writhing in pain. 

It took Des a second to realize what was happening; his tired 
mind had become as slow and clumsy as his body. He turned his 
face away just as the second blow landed, the thumb jamming 
painfully into the cartilage of his upper ear. 

Dark rage exploded inside Des: a burst of fiery passion that 
burned away the exhaustion and fatigue. Suddenly his mind was 
clear, and his body felt strong and rejuvenated. He knew what he 
was going to do next. More importantly, he knew with absolute 
certainty what Gerd would do next, too. 

He couldn’t explain how he knew; sometimes he could just 
anticipate an opponent’s next move. Instinct, some might have 
said. Des felt it was something more. It was too detailed—too 
specific—to be simple instinct. It was more like a vision, a brief 
glimpse into the future. And whenever it happened, Des always 
knew what to do, as if something was guiding and directing his 
actions. 

When the next blow came, Des was more than ready for it. He 
could picture it perfectly in his mind. He knew exactly when it 
was coming and precisely where it would strike. This time he 
turned his head in the opposite direction, exposing his face to the 
incoming blow—and opening his mouth. He bit down hard, his 
timing perfect, and his teeth sank deep into the dirty flesh of 
Gerd’s probing thumb. 

Gerd screamed as Des clamped his jaw shut, severing the 
tendons and striking bone. He wondered if he could bite clean 
through and then—as if the very thought made it happen—he 
severed Gerd’s thumb. 

The screams became shrieks as Gerd released his grasp and 
rolled away, clasping his maimed hand with his whole one. 
Crimson blood welled up through the fingers trying to stanch the 
flow from his stump. 

Standing up slowly, Des spat the thumb out onto the ground. 
The taste of blood was hot in his mouth. His body felt strong and 
reenergized, as if some great power surged through his veins. All 
the fight had been taken out of his opponent; Des could do 
anything he wanted to Gerd now. 


The older man rolled back and forth on the floor, his hand 
clutched to his chest. He was moaning and sobbing, begging for 
mercy, pleading for help. 

Des shook his head in disgust; Gerd had brought this on 
himself. It had started as a simple fistfight. The loser would have 
ended up with a black eye and some bruises, but nothing more. 
Then the older man had taken things to another level by trying to 
blind him, and he’d responded in kind. Des had learned long ago 
not to escalate a fight unless he was willing to pay the price of 
losing. Now Gerd had learned that lesson, too. 

Des had a temper, but he wasn’t the kind to keep beating on a 
helpless opponent. Without looking back at his defeated foe, he 
left the cavern and headed back up the tunnel to tell one of the 
foremen what had happened so someone could come tend to 
Gerd’s injury. 

He wasn’t worried about the consequences. The medics could 
reattach Gerd’s thumb, so at worst Des would be fined a day or 
two’s wages. The corporation didn’t really care what its 
employees did, as long as they kept coming back to mine the 
cortosis. Fights were common among the miners, and ORO almost 
always turned a blind eye, though this particular fight had been 
more vicious than most—savage and short, with a brutal end. 

Just like life on Apatros. 


Sitting in the back of the land cruiser used to transport miners 
between Apatros’s only colony and the mines, Des felt exhausted. 
All he wanted was to get back to his bunk in the barracks and 
sleep. The adrenaline had drained out of him, leaving him 
hyperaware of the stiffness and soreness of his body. He slumped 
down in his seat and gazed around the interior of the cruiser. 

Normally, there would have been twenty other miners 
crammed into the speeder with him, but this one was empty 
except for him and the pilot. After the fight with Gerd, the 
foreman had suspended Des without pay, effective immediately, 
and had ordered the transport to take him back to the colony. 

“This kind of thing is getting old, Des,” the foreman had said 
with a frown. “We’ve got to make an example of you this time. 
You can’t work the mines until Gerd is healed up and back on the 
job.” 

What he really meant was, You can’t earn any credits until Gerd 
comes back. He’d still be charged room and board, of course. 
Every day that he sat around doing nothing would go onto his 
tab, adding to the debt he was working so desperately to pay off. 

Des figured it would be four or five days until Gerd was able to 
handle a hydraulic jack again. The on-site medic had reattached 
the severed thumb using a vibro-scalpel and synthflesh. A few 
days of kolto injections and some cheap meds to dull the pain, 
and Gerd would be back at it. Bacta therapy could have him back 
in a day; but bacta was expensive, and ORO wouldn’t spring for it 
unless Gerd had miner’s insurance ... which Des highly doubted. 

Most miners never bothered with the company-sponsored 
insurance program. It was expensive, for one thing. What with 
room, board, and the fees covering the cost of transport to and 
from the mines, most thought they gave ORO more than enough 
of their hard-earned pay without adding insurance premiums 
onto the stack. 


It wasn’t just the cost, though. It was almost as if the men and 
women who worked the cortosis mines were in denial, refusing to 
admit the potential dangers and hazards they encountered every 
day. Getting insurance would force them to take a look at the 
cold, hard facts. 

Few miners ever reached their golden years. The tunnels 
claimed many, burying bodies in cave-ins or incinerating them 
when somebody tapped into a pocket of explosive gases trapped 
in the rock. Even those who made it out of the mines tended not 
to survive long into their retirement. The mines took their toll. 
Sixty-year-old men were left with bodies that looked and felt like 
they were ninety, broken shells worn down by decades of hard 
physical labor and exposure to airborne contaminants that 
slipped through the substandard ORO filters. 

When Des’s father died—with no insurance, of course—all Des 
got out of it was the privilege of taking on his father’s 
accumulated debt. Hurst had spent more time drinking and 
gambling than mining. To pay for his monthly room and board 
he’d often had to borrow credits from ORO at an interest rate that 
would be criminal anywhere but in the Outer Rim. The debt kept 
piling up, month to month and year to year, but Hurst didn’t 
seem to care. He was a single parent with a son he resented, 
trapped in a brutal job he despised; he had given up any hope of 
escaping Apatros long before the heart attack claimed him. 

The Hutt spawn probably would have been glad to know his 
son had gotten stuck with his bill. 

The transport sped above the barren rocks of the small planet’s 
flatlands with no sound but the endless drone of the engines. The 
featureless wastes flew by in a blur, until the view out the 
window was nothing but a curtain of shapeless gray. The effect 
was hypnotic: Des could feel his tired mind and body eager to 
drift into deep and dreamless sleep. 

This was how they got you. Work you to exhaustion, dull your 
senses, numb your will into submission ... until you accepted 
your lot and wasted your entire life in the grit and grime of the 
cortosis mines. All in the relentless service of the Outer Rim 
Oreworks Company. It was a surprisingly effective trap; it worked 
on men like Gerd and Hurst. But it wasn’t going to work on Des. 

Even with his father’s crushing debt, Des knew he’d pay ORO 
off someday and leave this life behind. He was destined for 


something greater than this small, insignificant existence. He 
knew this with absolute certainty, and it was this knowledge that 
gave him the strength to carry on in the face of the relentless, 
sometimes hopeless grind. It gave him the strength to fight, even 
when part of him felt like giving up. 

He was suspended, unable to work the mines, but there were 
other ways to earn credits. With a great effort he forced himself 
to stand up. The floor swayed under his feet as the speeder made 
constant adjustments to maintain its programmed cruising 
altitude of half a meter above ground level. He took a second to 
get used to the rolling rhythm of the transport, then half walked, 
half staggered up the aisle between the seats to the pilot at the 
front. He didn’t recognize the man, but they all tended to look the 
same anyway: grim, unsmiling features, dull eyes, and always 
wearing an expression as if they were on the verge of a blinding 
headache. 

“Hey,” Des said, trying to sound nonchalant, “any ships come 
in to the spaceport today?” 

There was no reason for the pilot to keep his attention fixed on 
the path ahead. The forty-minute trip between the mines and the 
colony was a straight line across an empty plain; some of the 
pilots even stole naps along the route. Yet this one refused to turn 
and look at Des as he answered. 

“Cargo ship touched down a few hours ago,” he said in a bored 
voice. “Military. Republic cargo ship.” 

Des smiled. “They staying for a while?” 

The pilot didn’t answer; he only snorted and shook his head at 
the stupidity of the question. Des nodded and stumbled back 
toward his seat at the rear of the transport. He knew the answer, 
too. 

Cortosis was used in the hulls of everything from fighters to 
capital ships, as well as being woven into the body armor of the 
troops. And as the war against the Sith dragged on, the Republic’s 
need for cortosis kept increasing. Every few weeks a Republic 
freighter would touch down on Apatros. The next day it would 
leave again, its cargo bays filled with the valuable mineral. Until 
then the crew—officers and enlisted soldiers alike—would have 
nothing to do but wait. From past experience, Des knew that 
whenever Republic soldiers had a few hours to kill they liked to 
play cards. And wherever people played cards, there was money 


to be made. 

Lowering himself back onto his seat at the rear of the speeder, 
Des decided that maybe he wasn’t quite ready to hit his bunk 
after all. 

By the time the transport stopped on the edges of the colony, 
Des’s body was tingling with anticipation. He hopped out and 
sauntered toward his barracks at a leisurely pace, fighting his 
own eagerness and the urge to run. Even now, he imagined, the 
Republic soldiers and their credits would be sitting at the gaming 
tables in the colony’s only cantina. 

Still, there was no point in rushing over there. It was late 
afternoon, the sun just beginning its descent beyond the horizon 
to the north. By now most of the miners from the night shift 
would be awake. Many of them would already be at the cantina, 
whiling away the time until they had to make the journey out to 
the mines to start their shift. For the next two hours Des knew 
he’d be lucky to find a place to sit down in the cantina, never 
mind finding an empty seat at a pazaak or sabacc table. 
Meanwhile, it would be another few hours before the men 
working the day shift climbed onto the waiting transports to head 
back to their homes; he’d get to the cantina long before any of 
them. 

Back at his barracks, he stripped off his grime-stained coveralls 
and climbed into the deserted communal showers, scouring the 
sweat and fine rock dust from his body. Then he changed into 
some clean clothes and sauntered out into the street, making his 
way slowly toward the cantina on the far side of town. 

The cantina didn’t have a name; it didn’t need one. Nobody 
ever had any trouble finding it. Apatros was a small world, barely 
more than a moon with an atmosphere and some indigenous 
plant life. There were precious few places to go: the mines, the 
colony, or the barren wastes in between. The mines were a 
massive complex encompassing the caves and tunnels dug by 
ORO, as well as the refining and processing branches of ORO’s 
operations. 

The spaceports were located there, too. Freighters left daily 
with shipments of cortosis bound for some wealthier world closer 
to Coruscant and the Galactic Core, and incoming vessels 
bringing equipment and supplies to keep the mines running 
arrived every other day. Employees who weren’t strong enough to 


mine cortosis worked in the refining plants or the spaceport. The 
pay wasn’t as good, but they tended to live longer. 

But no matter where people worked, they all came home to the 
same place at the end of their shifts. The colony was nothing 
more than a ramshackle town of temporary barracks thrown 
together by ORO to house the few hundred workers expected to 
keep the mines running. Like the world itself, the colony was 
officially known as Apatros. To those who lived there, it was 
more commonly referred to as “the muck-huts.” Every building 
was the same shade of dingy gray durasteel, the exterior 
weathered and worn. The insides of the buildings were virtually 
identical, temporary workers’ barracks that had become all too 
permanent. Each structure housed four small private rooms 
meant for two people, but often holding three or more. 
Sometimes entire families shared one of those rooms, unless they 
could find the credits for the outrageous rents ORO charged for 
more space. Each room had bunks built into the walls and a 
single door that opened onto a narrow hall; a communal 
bathroom and shower were located at the end. The doors tended 
to squeak on ill-fitting hinges that were never tended to; the roofs 
were a patchwork of quick fixes to seal up the leaks that 
inevitably sprang whenever it rained. Broken windows were 
taped against the wind and cold, but never replaced. A thin layer 
of dust accumulated over everything, but few of the residents 
ever bothered to sweep out their domiciles. 

The entire colony was less than a kilometer on each square 
side, making it possible to walk from any given building to any of 
the other identical structures in fewer than twenty standard 
minutes. Despite the unrelenting similarity of the architecture, 
navigating the colony was easy. The barracks had been placed in 
straight rows and columns, forming a grid of utilitarian streets 
between the uniformly spaced domiciles. The streets couldn’t 
exactly be called clean, though they were hardly festering with 
garbage. ORO cleared trash and refuse just often enough to keep 
conditions sanitary, since an outbreak of diseases bred by filth 
would adversely affect the mine’s production. However, the 
company didn’t seem to mind the cluttered junk that inevitably 
accumulated throughout the town. Broken-down generators, 
rusted-out machinery, corroded scraps of metal, and discarded, 
worn-out tools crowded the narrow streets between the barracks. 


There were only two structures in the colony that were in any 
way distinguished from the rest. One was the ORO market, the 
only store onworld. It had once been a barracks, but the bunks 
had been replaced with shelves, and the communal shower area 
was now a secure storage room. A small black-and-white sign had 
been fastened to the wall outside, listing the hours of operation. 
There were no displays to lure shoppers in, and no advertising. 
The market stocked only the most basic items, all at scandelous 
markups. Credit was gladly advanced against future wages at 
ORO’s typically high interest rate, guaranteeing that buyers 
would spend even more hours in the mine working off their 
purchases. 

The other dissimilar building was the cantina itself, a 
magnificent triumph of beauty and design when compared with 
the dismal homogeny of the rest of the colony. The cantina was 
built a few hundred meters beyond the edge of the town, set well 
apart from the gray grid of barracks. It stood only three stories 
high, but because every other structure was limited to a single 
floor it dominated the landscape. Not that it needed to be that 
tall. Inside the cantina everything was located on the ground 
floor; the upper stories were merely a facade constructed for 
show by Groshik, the Neimoidian owner and bartender. Above 
the first-floor ceiling, the second and third floors didn’t really 
exist—there were only the rising walls and a dome made of tinted 
violet glass, illuminated from within. Matching violet lights 
covered the pale blue exterior walls. On almost any world the 
effect would have been ostentatious and tacky, but amid the gray 
of Apatros it was doubly so. Groshik often proclaimed that he had 
intentionally made his cantina as garish as possible, simply to 
offend the ORO powers-that-be. The sentiment made him popular 
with the miners, but Des doubted if ORO really cared one way or 
the other. Groshik could paint his cantina any color he wanted, as 
long as he gave the corporation its cut of the profits each week. 

The twenty-standard-hour day of Apatros was split evenly 
between the two shifts of miners. Des and the rest of the early 
crew worked from 0800 to 1800; his counterparts worked from 
1800 to 0800. Groshik, in an effort to maximize profits, opened 
each afternoon at 1300 and didn’t close for ten straight hours. 
This allowed him to serve the night-crew workers before they 
started and catch the day crew when that shift was over. He’d 


close at 0300, clean for two hours, sleep for six, then get up at 
1100 and start the process all over again. His routine was well 
known to all the miners; the Neimoidian was as regular as the 
rising and setting of Apatros’s pale orange sun. 

As Des crossed the distance between the edge of the colony 
proper and the cantina’s welcoming door, he could already hear 
the sounds coming from inside: loud music, laughter, chatter, 
clinking glasses. It was almost 1600 now. The day shift had two 
hours to go before quitting time, but the cantina was still packed 
with nightshift workers looking to have a drink or something to 
eat before they boarded the shuttles that would take them to the 
mines. 

Des didn’t recognize any faces: the day and night crews rarely 
crossed paths. The patrons were mostly humans, with a few 
Twi’leks, Sullustans, and Cereans filling out the crowd. Des was 
surprised to notice a Rodian, too. Apparently the night crew were 
more tolerant of other species than the day shift. There were no 
waitresses, servers, or dancers; the only employee in the cantina 
was Groshik himself. Anyone who wanted a drink had to come up 
to the large bar built into the back wall and order it. 

Des pushed his way through the crowd. Groshik saw him 
coming and momentarily dipped out of sight behind the bar, 
reappearing with a mug of Gizer ale just as Des reached the 
counter. 

“Youre here early today,” Groshik said as he set the drink 
down with a heavy thud. His low, gravelly voice was difficult to 
hear above the din of the crowd. His words always had a guttural 
quality, as if he were speaking from the very back of his throat. 

The Neimoidian liked him, though Des wasn’t sure why. Maybe 
it was because he’d watched Des grow up from a young kid to a 
man; maybe he just felt sorry Des had been stuck with such a 
rankweed for a father. Whatever the reason, there was a standing 
arrangement between the two: Des never had to pay for a drink if 
it was poured without being asked for. Des gratefully accepted 
the gift and downed it in one long draft, then slammed the empty 
mug back down onto the table. 

“Ran into a bit of trouble with Gerd,” he replied, wiping his 
mouth. “I bit his thumb off, so they let me go home early.” 

Groshik tilted his head to one side and fixed his enormous red 
eyes on Des. The sour expression on his amphibian-like face 


didn’t change, but his body shook ever so slightly. Des knew him 
well enough to realize the Neimoidian was laughing. 

“Seems like a fair trade,” Groshik croaked, refilling the mug. 

Des didn’t guzzle the second drink as he had the first. Groshik 
rarely gave him more than one on the house, and he didn’t want 
to abuse the bartender’s generosity. 

He turned his attention to the crowd. The Republic visitors 
were easy to spot. Four humans—two men, two women—and a 
male Ithorian in crisp navy uniforms. It wasn’t just their clothes 
that made them stand out, though. They all stood straight and 
tall, whereas most of the miners tended to hunch forward, as if 
carrying a great weight on their backs. 

On one side of the main room, a smaller section was roped off 
from the rest of the cantina. It was the only part of the place 
Groshik had nothing to do with. The ORO Company allowed 
gambling on Apatros, but only if it was in charge of the tables. 
Officially this was to keep anyone from cheating, but everyone 
knew ORO’s real concern was keeping the wagers in check. It 
didn’t want one of its employees to win big and pay off all his or 
her debts in one lucky night. By keeping the maximum limits low, 
ORO made sure it was more profitable to work the mines than the 
tables. 

In the gaming section were four more naval soldiers wearing 
the uniform of the Republic fleet, along with a dozen or so 
miners. A Twi’lek woman with the rank of petty officer on her 
lapel was playing pazaak. A young ensign was sitting at the 
sabacc table, talking loudly to everyone around him, though 
nobody seemed to be listening to him. Two more officers—both 
human, one male, one female—also sat at the sabacc table. The 
woman was a lieutenant; the man bore the insignia of a full 
commander. Des assumed they were the senior officers in charge 
of the mission to receive the cortosis shipment. 

“T see you’ve noticed our recruiters,” Groshik muttered. 

The war against the Sith—officially nothing more than a series 
of protracted military engagements, even though the whole 
galaxy knew it was a war—required a steady stream of young and 
eager cadets for the front lines. And for some reason the Republic 
always expected the citizens on the Outer Rim worlds to jump at 
the chance to join them. Whenever a Republic military crew 
passed through Apatros, the officers tried to round up new 


recruits. They’d buy a round of drinks, then use it as an excuse to 
start up a conversation, usually about the glorious and heroic life 
of being a soldier. Sometimes they’d play up the brutality of the 
Sith. Other times they’d spin promises of a better life in the 
Republic military—all the while pretending to be friendly and 
sympathetic to the locals, hoping a few would join their cause. 

Des suspected they received some kind of bonus for any new 
recruit they conned into signing up. Unfortunately for them, they 
weren’t going to find too many takers on Apatros. The Republic 
wasn’t too popular on the Rim; people here, including Des, knew 
the Core Worlds exploited small, remote planets like Apatros for 
their own gain. The Sith found a lot of anti-Republic 
sympathizers out here on the fringes of civilized space; that was 
one of the reasons their numbers kept growing as the war 
dragged on. 

Despite their dissatisfaction with the Core Worlds, people still 
might have signed up with the recruiters if the Republic wasn’t so 
concerned with following the absolute letter of the law. Anyone 
hoping to escape Apatros and the clutches of the mining 
corporation was in for a rude shock: debts to ORO still had to be 
paid, even by recruits protecting the galaxy against the rising Sith 
threat. If someone owed money to a legitimate corporation, the 
Republic fleet would garnish his or her wages until those debts 
were paid. Not too many miners were excited about the prospect 
of joining a war only to have the privilege of not getting paid. 

Some of the miners resented the senior officers and their 
constant push to lure naive young men and women into joining 
their cause. It didn’t bother Des, though. He’d listen to them 
prattle on all night, as long as they kept playing cards. He figured 
it was a small price to pay for getting his hands on their credits. 

His eagerness must have shown, at least to Groshik. “Any 
chance you heard a Republic crew was stopping by and then 
picked a fight with Gerd just so you could get here early?” 

Des shook his head. “No. Just a happy coincidence, is all. What 
angle are they working this time? Glory of the Republic?” 

“Trying to warn us about the horrors of the Brotherhood of 
Darkness,” was the carefully neutral reply. “Not going over too 
well.” 

The cantina owner kept his real opinions to himself when it 
came to matters of politics. His customers were free to talk about 


any subject they wanted, but no matter how heated their 
arguments became, he always refused to take sides. 

“Bad for business,” he had explained once. “Agree with 
someone and they’ll be your friend for the rest of the night. Cross 
them and they might hate you for weeks.” Neimoidians were 
known for their shrewd business sense, and Groshik was no 
exception. 

A miner pushed his way up to the bar and demanded a drink. 
When Groshik went to fill the order, Des turned to study the 
gaming area. There weren’t any free seats at the sabacc table, so 
for the time being he was forced into the role of spectator. For 
well over an hour he studied the plays and the wagers of the 
newcomers, paying particular attention to the senior officers. 
They tended to be better players than the enlisted troops, 
probably because they had more credits to lose. 

The game on Apatros followed a modified version of the Bespin 
Standard rules. The basics of the game were simple: make a hand 
as close to twenty-three as possible without going over. Each 
round, a player had to either bet to stay in the hand, or fold. Any 
player who chose to stay in could draw a new card, discard a 
card, or place a card into the interference field to lock in its 
value. At the end of any round a player could come up, revealing 
his or her hand and forcing all other players to show their cards, 
as well. Best hand at the table won the hand pot. Any score over 
twenty-three, or below negative twenty-three, was a bomb-out 
that required the player to pay a penalty. And if a player had a 
hand that totaled exactly twenty-three—a pure sabacc—he or she 
won the sabacc pot as a bonus. But what with random shifts that 
could unexpectedly change the value of cards from round to 
round, and other players coming up early, a pure sabacc was a lot 
harder to achieve than it sounded. 

Sabacc was more than a game of luck. It was about strategy 
and style, knowing when to bluff and when to back down, 
knowing how to adapt to the ever-changing cards. Some players 
were too cautious, never betting more than the minimum raise 
even when they had a good hand. Others were too aggressive, 
trying to bully the rest of the table with outrageous bets even 
when they had nothing. A player’s natural tendencies showed 
through if you knew what to look for. 

The ensign, for example, was clearly new to the game. He kept 


staying in with weak hands instead of folding his cards. He was a 
chaser, not satisfied with cards good enough to collect the hand 
pot. He was always looking for the perfect hand, hoping to win 
big and collect the sabacc pot that kept on growing until it was 
won. As a result, he kept getting caught with bomb-out hands and 
having to pay a penalty. It didn’t seem to slow his betting, 
though. He was one of those players with more credits than 
sense, which suited Des just fine. 

To be an expert sabacc player, you had to know how to control 
the table. It didn’t take Des many hands to realize the Republic 
commander was doing just that. He knew how to bet big and 
make other players fold winning hands. He knew when to bet 
small to lure others into playing hands they should have folded. 
He didn’t worry much about his own cards; he knew that the 
secret to sabacc was figuring out what everyone else was 
holding ... and then letting them think they knew what cards he 
was holding. It was only when all the hands were revealed and he 
was raking in the chips that his opponents would realize how 
wrong they’d been. 

He was good, Des had to admit. Better than most of the 
Republic players who passed through. Despite his pleasant 
appearance, he was ruthless in scooping up pot after pot. But Des 
had a good feeling; sometimes he just knew he couldn’t lose. He 
was going to win tonight ... and win big. 

There was a groan from one of the miners at the table. 
“Another round and that sabacc pot was mine!” he said, shaking 
his head. “You’re lucky you came up when you did,” he added, 
speaking to the commander. 

Des knew it wasn’t luck. The miner had been so excited, he was 
twitching in his seat. Anyone with half a brain could see he was 
working toward a powerful hand. The commander had seen it 
and made his move, cutting the hand short and chopping the 
other gambler’s hopes off at the knees. 

“That’s it,” the miner said, pushing away from the table. “I’m 
tapped out.” 

“Looks like now’s your chance,” Groshik whispered under his 
breath as he swept past to pour another drink. “Good luck.” 

I don’t need luck tonight, Des thought. He crossed the floor of the 
cantina and stepped over the nanosilk rope into the ORO- 
controlled gaming room. 


RISE OF THE EMPIRE 


(33-0 YEARS BEFORE STAR WARS: A NEW HOPE) 


This is the era of the Star Wars prequel films, in which Darth 
Sidious’s schemes lead to the devastating Clone Wars, the 
betrayal and destruction of the Jedi Order, and the Republic’s 
transformation into the Empire. It also begins the tragic story of 
Anakin Skywalker, the boy identified by the Jedi as the Chosen 
One of ancient prophecy, the one destined to bring balance to the 
Force. But, as seen in the movies, Anakin’s passions lead him to 
the dark side, and he becomes the legendary masked and 
helmeted villain Darth Vader. 

Before his fall, however, Anakin spends many years being 
trained as a Jedi by Obi-Wan Kenobi. When the Clone Wars break 
out, pitting the Republic against the secessionist Trade 
Federation, Anakin becomes a war hero and one of the galaxy’s 
greatest Jedi Knights. But his love for the Naboo Queen and 
Senator Padmé Amidala, and his friendship with Supreme 
Chancellor Palpatine—secretly known as the Sith Lord Darth 
Sidious—will be his undoing ... 


If you’re a reader looking to jump into the Rise of the Empire era, 
here are five great starting points: 


e Labyrinth of Evil, by James Luceno: Luceno’s tale of the last 
days of the Clone Wars is equal parts compelling detective 
story and breakneck adventure, leading directly into the 
beginning of Star Wars: Episode III Revenge of the Sith. 

e Revenge of the Sith, by Matthew Stover: This masterfully 
written novelization fleshes out the on-screen action of 
Episode III, delving deeply into everything from Anakin’s 


internal struggle and the politics of the dying Republic to the 
intricacies of lightsaber combat. 


e Republic Commando: Hard Contact, by Karen Traviss: The first 
of the Republic Commando books introduces us to a band of 
clone soldiers, their trainers, and the Jedi generals who lead 
them, mixing incisive character studies with a deep 
understanding of the lives of soldiers at war. 


* Death Troopers, by Joe Schreiber: A story of horror aboard a 
Star Destroyer that you’ll need to read with the lights on. 
Supporting roles by Han Solo and his Wookiee sidekick, 
Chewbacca, are just icing on the cake. 


* The Han Solo Adventures, by Brian Daley: Han and Chewie 
come to glorious life in these three swashbuckling tales of 
smuggling, romance, and danger in the early days before 
they meet Luke and Leia. 


Read on for an excerpt from a Star Wars novel set in the Rise of 
the Empire era. 
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Murkuana. Fina Hours oF THE CLONE Wars 


Dao into swirling clouds conjured by Murkhana’s weather 


stations, Roan Shryne was reminded of meditation sessions his 
former Master had guided him through. No matter how fixed 
Shryne had been on touching the Force, his mind’s eye had 
offered little more than an eddying whiteness. Years later, when 
he had become more adept at silencing thought and immersing 
himself in the light, visual fragments would emerge from that 
colorless void—pieces to a puzzle that would gradually assemble 
themselves and resolve. Not in any conscious way, though 
frequently assuring him that his actions in the world were in 
accord with the will of the Force. 


Frequently but not always. 

When he veered from the course on which the Force had set 
him, the familiar white would once again be stirred by powerful 
currents; sometimes shot through with red, as if he were lifting 
his closed eyes to the glare of a midday sun. 

Red-mottled white was what he saw as he fell deeper into 
Murkhana’s atmosphere. Scored to reverberating thunder; the 
rush of the wind; a welter of muffled voices ... 

He was standing closest to the sliding door that normally sealed 
the troop bay of a Republic gunship, launched moments earlier 
from the forward hold of the Gallant—a Victory-class Star 
Destroyer, harried by vulture and droid tri-fighters and awaiting 
High Command’s word to commence its own descent through 
Murkhana’s artificial ceiling. Beside and behind Shryne stood a 
platoon of clone troopers, helmets fitting snugly over their heads, 
blasters cradled in their arms, utility belts slung with ammo 


magazines, talking among themselves the way seasoned warriors 
often did before battle. Alleviating misgivings with inside jokes; 
references Shryne couldn’t begin to understand, beyond the fact 
that they were grim. 

The gunship’s inertial compensators allowed them to stand in 
the bay without being jolted by flaring antiaircraft explosions or 
jostled by the gunship pilots’ evasive maneuvering through 
corkscrewing missiles and storms of white-hot shrapnel. Missiles, 
because the same Separatists who had manufactured the clouds 
had misted Murkhana’s air with anti-laser aerosols. 

Acrid odors infiltrated the cramped space, along with the roar 
of the aft engines, the starboard one stuttering somewhat, the 
gunship as battered as the troopers and crew it carried into 
conflict. 

Even at an altitude of only four hundred meters above sea level 
the cloud cover remained dense. The fact that Shryne could 
barely see his hand in front of his face didn’t surprise him. This 
was still the war, after all, and he had grown accustomed these 
past three years to not seeing where he was going. 

Nat-Sem, his former Master, used to tell him that the goal of 
the meditative exercises was to see clear through the swirling 
whiteness to the other side; that what Shryne saw was only the 
shadowy expanse separating him from full contact with the Force. 
Shryne had to learn to ignore the clouds, as it were. When he had 
learned to do that, to look through them to the radiant expanse 
beyond, he would be a Master. 

Pessimistic by nature, Shryne’s reaction had been: Not in this 
lifetime. 

Though he had never said as much to Nat-Sem, the Jedi Master 
had seen through him as easily as he saw through the clouds. 

Shryne felt that the clone troopers had a better view of the war 
than he had, and that the view had little to do with their helmet 
imaging systems, the filters that muted the sharp scent of the air, 
the earphones that dampened the sounds of explosions. Grown 
for warfare, they probably thought the Jedi were mad to go into 
battle as they did, attired in tunics and hooded robes, a lightsaber 
their only weapon. Many of them were astute enough to see 
comparisons between the Force and their own white plastoid 
shells; but few of them could discern between armored and 
unarmored Jedi—those who were allied with the Force, and those 


who for one reason or another had slipped from its sustaining 
embrace. 

Murkhana’s lathered clouds finally began to thin, until they 
merely veiled the planet’s wrinkled landscape and frothing sea. A 
sudden burst of brilliant light drew Shryne’s attention to the sky. 
What he took for an exploding gunship might have been a 
newborn star; and for a moment the world tipped out of balance, 
then righted itself just as abruptly. A circle of clarity opened in 
the clouds, a perforation in the veil, and Shryne gazed on verdant 
forest so profoundly green he could almost taste it. Valiant 
combatants scurried through the underbrush and sleek ships 
soared through the canopy. In the midst of it all a lone figure 
stretched out his hand, tearing aside a curtain black as night ... 

Shryne knew he had stepped out of time, into some truth 
beyond reckoning. 

A vision of the end of the war, perhaps, or of time itself. 

Whichever, the effect of it comforted him that he was indeed 
where he was supposed to be. That despite the depth to which 
the war had caused him to become fixed on death and 
destruction, he was still tethered to the Force, and serving it in 
his own limited way. 

Then, as if intent on foiling him, the thin clouds quickly 
conspired to conceal what had been revealed, closing the portal 
an errant current had opened. And Shryne was back where he 
started, with gusts of superheated air tugging at the sleeves and 
cowl of his brown robe. 

“The Koorivar have done a good job with their weather 
machines,” a speaker-enhanced voice said into his left ear. 
“Whipped up one brute of a sky. We used the same tactic on 
Paarin Minor. Drew the Seps into fabricated clouds and blew 
them to the back of beyond.” 

Shryne laughed without merriment. “Good to see you can still 
appreciate the little things, Commander.” 

“What else is there, General?” 

Shryne couldn’t make out the expression on the face behind the 
tinted T-visor, but he knew that shared face as well as anyone 
else who fought in the war. Commander of the Thirty-second air 
combat wing, the clone officer had somewhere along the line 
acquired the name Salvo, and the sobriquet fit him like a 
gauntlet. 


The high-traction soles of his jump boots gave him just enough 
added height to stand shoulder-to-shoulder with Shryne, and 
where his armor wasn’t dinged and scored it was emblazoned 
with rust-brown markings. On his hips he wore holstered hand 
blasters and, for reasons Shryne couldn’t fathom, a version of the 
capelike command skirt that had become all the rage in the war’s 
third year. The left side of his shrapnel-pitted helmet was laser- 
etched with the motto LIVE To SERVE! 

Torso markings attested to Salvo’s participation in campaigns 
on many worlds, and while he wasn’t an ARC—an Advanced 
Reconnaissance Commando—he had the rough edges of an ARC, 
and of their clone template, Jango Fett, whose headless body 
Shryne had seen in a Geonosian arena shortly before Master Nat- 
Sem had fallen to enemy fire. 

“Alliance weapons should have us in target lock by now,” Salvo 
said as the gunship continued to descend. 

Other assault ships were also punching through the cloud 
cover, only to be greeted by flocks of incoming missiles. Struck by 
direct hits, two, four, then five craft were blown apart, flaming 
fuselages and mangled troopers plummeting into the churning 
scarlet waves of Murkhana Bay. From the nose of one gunship 
flew a bang-out capsule that carried the pilot and co-pilot to 
within meters of the water before it was ripped open by a 
resolute heat seeker. 

In one of the fifty-odd gunships that were racing down the 
well, three other Jedi were going into battle, Master Saras Loorne 
among them. Stretching out with the Force, Shryne found them, 
faint echoes confirming that all three were still alive. 

He clamped his right hand on one of the slide door’s view slots 
as the pilots threw their unwieldy charge into a hard bank, 
narrowly evading a pair of hailfire missiles. Gunners ensconced in 
the gunship’s armature-mounted turrets opened up with blasters 
as flights of Mankvim Interceptors swarmed up to engage the 
Republic force. The anti-laser aerosols scattered the blaster 
beams, but dozens of the Separatist craft succumbed to missiles 
spewed from the gunships’ top-mounted mass-drive launchers. 

“High Command should have granted our request to bombard 
from orbit,” Salvo said in an amplified voice. 

“The idea is to take the city, Commander, not vaporize it,” 
Shryne said loudly. Murkhana had already been granted weeks to 


surrender, but the Republic ultimatum had expired. “Palpatine’s 
policy for winning the hearts and minds of Separatist populations 
might not make good military sense, but it makes good political 
sense.” 

Salvo stared at him from behind his visor. “We’re not interested 
in politics.” 

Shryne laughed shortly. “Neither were the Jedi.” 

“Why fight if you weren’t bred for it?” 

“To serve what remains of the Republic.” Shryne’s brief green 
vision of the war’s end returned, and he adopted a rueful grin. 
“Dooku’s dead. Grievous is being hunted down. If it means 
anything, I suspect it’ll be over soon.” 

“The war, or our standing shoulder-to-shoulder?” 

“The war, Commander.” 

“What becomes of the Jedi then?” 

“We'll do what we have always done: follow the Force.” 

“And the Grand Army?” 

Shryne regarded him. “Help us preserve the peace.” 


Maurknana City was visible now, climbing into steep hills that 


rose from a long crescent of shoreline, the sheen of overlapping 
particle shields dulled by the gray underbelly of the clouds. 
Shryne caught a fleeting glimpse of the Argente Tower before the 
gunship dropped to the crests of the frothing waves and altered 
course, pointing its blunt nose toward the stacked skyline and 
slaloming through warheads fired from weapons emplacements 
that lined the shore. 

In a class with Mygeeto, Muunilinst, and Neimoidia, Murkhana 
was not a conquered planet but a host world—home to former 
Senator and Separatist Council member Passel Argente, and 
headquarters of the Corporate Alliance. Murkhana’s deal makers 
and litigators, tended to by armies of household droids and 
private security guards, had fashioned a hedonistic domain of 
towering office buildings, luxurious apartment complexes, 
exclusive medcenters, and swank shopping malls, casinos, and 
nightclubs. Only the most expensive speeders negotiated a 
vertical cityscape of graceful, spiraling structures that looked as if 
they had been grown of ocean coral rather than constructed. 

Murkhana also housed the finest communications facility in 
that part of the Outer Rim, and was a primary source of the 
“shadowfeeds” that spread Separatist propaganda among 
Republic and Confederacy worlds. 

Arranged like the spokes of a wheel, four ten-kilometer-long 
bridges linked the city to an enormous offshore landing platform. 
Hexagonal in shape and supported on thick columns anchored in 
the seabed, the platform was the prize the Republic needed to 
secure before a full assault could be mounted. For that to happen, 


the Grand Army needed to penetrate the defensive umbrellas and 
take out the generators that sustained them. But with nearly all 
rooftop and repulsorlift landing platforms shielded, Murkhana’s 
arc of black-sand beach was the only place where the gunships 
could insert their pay-loads of clone troopers and Jedi. 

Shryne was gazing at the landing platform when he felt 
someone begin to edge between him and Commander Salvo, set 
on getting a better look through the open hatch. Even before he 
saw the headful of long black curls, he knew it was Olee 
Starstone. Planting his left hand firmly on the top of her head, he 
propelled her back into the troop bay. 

“If youre determined to make yourself a target, Padawan, at 
least wait until we hit the beach.” 

Rubbing her head, the petite, blue-eyed young woman glanced 
over her shoulder at the tall female Jedi standing behind her. 
“You see, Master. He does care.” 

“Despite all evidence to the contrary,” the female Jedi said. 

“I only meant that it’ll be easier for me to bury you in the 
sand,” Shryne said. 

Starstone scowled, folded her arms across her chest, and swung 
away from both of them. 

Bol Chatak threw Shryne a look of mild reprimand. The raised 
cowl of her black robe hid her short vestigial horns. An Iridonian 
Zabrak, she was nothing if not tolerant, and had never taken 
Shryne to task for his irascible behavior or interfered with his 
teasing relationship with her Padawan, who had joined Chatak in 
the Murkhana system only a standard week earlier, arriving with 
Master Loorne and two Jedi Knights. The demands of the Outer 
Rim Sieges had drawn so many Jedi from Coruscant that the 
Temple was practically deserted. 

Until recently, Shryne, too, had had a Padawan learner ... 

For the Jedi’s benefit, the gunship pilot announced that they 
were closing on the jump site. 

“Weapons check!” Salvo said to the platoon. “Gas and packs!” 

As the troop bay filled with the sound of activating weapons, 
Chatak placed her hand on Starstone’s quivering shoulder. 

“Use your unease to sharpen your senses, Padawan.” 

“T will, Master.” 

“The Force will be with you.” 

“We’re all dying,” Salvo told the troopers. “Promise yourselves 


you'll be the last to go!” 

Access panels opened in the ceiling, dropping more than a 
dozen polyplast cables to within reach of the troopers. 

“Secure to lines!” Salvo said. “Room for three more, General,” 
he added while armored, body-gloved hands took tight hold of 
the cables. 

Calculating that the jump wouldn’t exceed ten meters, Shryne 
shook his head at Salvo. “No need. We’ll see you below.” 

Unexpectedly, the gunship gained altitude as it approached the 
shoreline, then pulled up short of the beach, as if being reined in. 
Repulsorlifts engaged, the gunship hovered. At the same time, 
hundreds of Separatist battle droids marched onto the beach, 
firing their blasters in unison. 

The intercom squawked, and the pilot said, “Droid buster 
away!” 

A concussion-feedback weapon, the droid buster detonated at 
five meters above ground zero, flattening every droid within a 
radius of fifty meters. Similar explosions underscored the ingress 
of a dozen other gunships. 

“Where were these weapons three years ago?” one of the 
troopers asked Salvo. 

“Progress,” the commander said. “All of a sudden we’re 
winning the war in a week.” 

The gunship hovered lower, and Shryne leapt into the air. 
Using the Force to oversee his fall, he landed in a crouch on the 
compacted sand, as did Chatak and Starstone, if less expertly. 

Salvo and the clone troopers followed, descending one-handed 
on individual cables, triggering their rifles as they slid to the 
beach. When the final trooper was on the ground, the gunship 
lifted its nose and began to veer away from shore. Up and down 
the beach the same scenario was playing out. Several gunships 
failed to escape artillery fire and crashed in flames before they 
had turned about. 

Others were blown apart before they had even offloaded. 

With projectiles and blaster bolts whizzing past their heads, the 
Jedi and troopers scurried forward, hunkering down behind a 
bulkhead that braced a ribbon of highway coursing between the 
beach and the near-vertical cliffs beyond. Salvo’s communications 
specialist comlinked for aerial support against the batteries 
responsible for the worst of the fire. 


Through an opening in the bulkhead hastened the four 
members of a commando team, with a captive in tow. Unlike the 
troopers, the commandos wore gray shells of Katarn-class armor 
and carried heftier weapons. Hardened against magnetic pulses, 
their suits allowed them to penetrate defensive shields. 

The enemy combatant they had captured wore a long robe and 
tasseled headcloth but lacked the sallow complexion, horizontal 
facial markings, and cranial horns characteristic of the Koorivar. 
Like their fellow Separatists the Neimoidians, Passel Argente’s 
species had no taste for warfare, but felt no compunction about 
employing the best mercenaries credits could buy. 

The burly commando squad leader went immediately to Salvo. 

“Ton Team, Commander, attached to the Twenty-second out of 
Boz Pity.” Turning slightly in Shryne’s direction, the commando 
nodded his helmeted head. 

“Welcome to Murkhana, General Shryne.” 

Shryne’s dark brows beetled. “The voice is familiar ...,” he 
began. 

“The face even more so,” the commando completed. 

The joke was almost three years old but still in use among the 
clone troopers, and between them and the Jedi. 

“Climber,” the commando said, providing his sobriquet. “We 
fought together on Deko Neimoidia.” 

Shryne clapped the commando on the shoulder. “Good to see 
you again, Climber—even here.” 

“As I told you,” Chatak said to Starstone, “Master Shryne has 
friends all over.” 

“Perhaps they don’t know him as well as I do, Master,” 
Starstone grumbled. 

Climber lifted his helmet faceplate to the gray sky. “A good day 
for fighting, General.” 

“TIl take your word for it,” Shryne said. 

“Make your report, squad leader,” Salvo interrupted. 

Climber turned to the commander. “The Koorivar are 
evacuating the city, but taking their sweet time about it. They’ve 
a lot more faith in these energy shields than they should have.” 
He beckoned the captive forward and spun him roughly to face 
Salvo. “Meet Idis—human under the Koorivar trappings. 
Distinguished member of the Vibroblade Brigade.” 

“A mercenary band,” Bol Chatak explained to Starstone. 


“We caught him... with his trousers down,” Climber 
continued, “and persuaded him to share what he knows about the 
shoreline defenses. He was kind enough to provide the location of 
the landing platform shield generator.” The commando indicated 
a tall, tapered edifice farther down the beach. “Just north of the 
first bridge, near the marina. The generator’s installed two floors 
below ground level. We may have to take out the whole building 
to get to it.” 

Salvo signaled to his comlink specialist. “Relay the building 
coordinates to Gallant gunnery—” 

“Wait on that,” Shryne said quickly. “Targeting the building 
poses too great a risk to the bridges. We need them intact if we’re 
going to move vehicles into the city.” 

Salvo considered it briefly. “A surgical strike, then.” 

Shryne shook his head no. “There’s another reason for 
discretion. That building is a medcenter. Or at least it was the last 
time I was here.” 

Salvo looked to Climber for confirmation. 

“The general’s correct, Commander. It’s still a medcenter.” 

Salvo shifted his gaze to Shryne. “An enemy medcenter, 
General.” 

Shryne compressed his lips and nodded. “Even at this point in 
the war, patients are considered noncombatants. Remember what 
I said about hearts and minds, Commander.” He glanced at the 
mercenary. “Is the shield generator accessible from street level?” 

“Depends on how skilled you are.” 

Shryne looked at Climber. 

“Not a problem,” the commando said. 

Salvo made a sound of distaste. “You’d trust the word of a 
merc?” 

Climber pressed the muzzle of his DC-17 rifle into the small of 
the mercenary’s back. “Idis is on our side now, aren’t you?” 

The mercenary’s head bobbed. “Free of charge.” 

Shryne looked at Climber again. “Is your team carrying enough 
thermal detonators to do the job?” 

“Yes, sir.” 

Salvo still didn’t like it. “I strongly recommend that we leave 
this to the Gallant.” 

Shryne regarded him. “What’s the matter, Commander, we’re 
not killing the Separatists in sufficient numbers?” 


“In sufficient numbers, General. Just not quickly enough.” 

“The Gallant is still holding at fifty kilometers,” Chatak said in 
a conciliatory tone. “There’s time to recon the building.” 

Salvo demonstrated his displeasure with a shrug of 
indifference. “It’s your funeral if you’re wrong.” 

“That’s neither here nor there,” Shryne said. “We’ll rendezvous 
with you at rally point Aurek-Bacta. If we don’t turn up by the 
time the Gallant arrives, feed them the building’s coordinates.” 

“You can count on it, sir.” 


REBELLION 


(0-5 YEARS AFTER STAR WARS: A NEW HOPE) 


This is the period of the classic Star Wars movie trilogy—A New 
Hope, The Empire Strikes Back, and Return of the Jedi—in which a 
ragtag band of Rebels battles the Empire, and Luke Skywalker 
learns the ways of the Force and must avoid his father’s fate. 

During this time, the Empire controls nearly the entire settled 
galaxy. Out in the Rim worlds, Imperial stormtroopers suppress 
uprisings with brutal efficiency, many alien species have been 
enslaved, and entire star systems are brutally exploited by the 
Empire’s war machine. In the central systems, however, most 
citizens support the Empire, weighing misgivings about its harsh 
methods against the memories of the horror and chaos of the 
Clone Wars. Few dare to openly oppose Emperor Palpatine’s rule. 

But the Rebel Alliance is growing. Rebel cells strike in secret 
from hidden bases scattered among the stars, encouraging some 
of the braver Senators to speak out against the Empire. When the 
Rebels learn that the Empire is building the Death Star, a space 
station with enough firepower to destroy entire planets, Princess 
Leia Organa, who represents her homeworld, Alderaan, in the 
Senate and is secretly a high-ranking member of the Rebel 
Alliance, receives the plans for the battle station and flees in 
search of the exiled Jedi Master Obi-Wan Kenobi. 

Thus begin the events that lead her to meet the smuggler and 
soon-to-be hero Han Solo, to discover her long-lost brother, Luke 
Skywalker, and to help the Rebellion take down the Emperor and 
restore democracy to the galaxy: the events of the three films A 
New Hope, The Empire Strikes Back, and Return of the Jedi. 

If you’re a reader looking for places to jump in and explore the 
Rebellion-era novels, here are five great places to start: 


* Death Star, by Michael Reaves and Steve Perry: The story of 
the construction of the massive battle station, touching on 
the lives of the builders, planners, soldiers, and support staff 
who populate the monstrous vessel, as well as the 
masterminds behind the design and those who intend to 
make use of it: the Emperor and Darth Vader. 


e The Mandalorian Armor, by K. W. Jeter: The famous bounty 
hunter Boba Fett stars in a twisty tale of betrayal within the 
galactic underworld, highlighted by a riveting confrontation 
between bounty hunters and a band of Hutts. 


e Shadows of the Empire, by Steve Perry: A tale of the shadowy 
parts of the Empire and an underworld criminal mastermind 
who is out to kill Luke Skywalker, while our other heroes try 
to figure out how to rescue Han Solo, who has been frozen 
in carbonite for delivery to Jabba the Hutt. 


* Tales of the Bounty Hunters, edited by Kevin J. Anderson: The 
bounty hunters summoned by Darth Vader to capture the 
Millennium Falcon tell their stories in this anthology of short 
tales, culminating with Daniel Keys Moran’s elegiac “The 
Last One Standing.” 


e Luke Skywalker and the Shadows of Mindor, by Matthew Stover: 
A tale set shortly after the events of Return of the Jedi, in 
which Luke must defeat the flamboyant dark sider known as 
Lord Shadowspawn while the pilots of Rogue Squadron duel 
his servants amid tumbling asteroids. 


Read on for an excerpt from a Star Wars novel set in the 
Rebellion era. 
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CHAPTER 1 


THE CORELLIAN QUEEN WAS A LEGEND: THE GREATEST luxury liner ever to 
ply the spaceways, an interstellar pleasure palace forever beyond 
the grasp of all but the galaxy’s super-elite—beings whose wealth 
transcended description. Rumor had it that for the price of a 
single cocktail in one of the Queen’s least-exclusive dining clubs, 
one might buy a starship; for the price of a meal, one could buy 
not only the starship, but the port in which it docked, and the 
factory that had built it. A being could not simply pay for a berth 
on the Corellian Queen; mere wealth would never suffice. To 
embark upon the ultimate journey into hedonistic excess, one 
first had to demonstrate that one’s breeding and manners were as 
exquisite as would be the pain of paying one’s bar bill. All of 
which made the Corellian Queen one of the most irresistible 
terrorist targets ever: who better to terrorize than the elite of the 
Elite, the Powers among the powerful, the greatest of the Great? 

And so when some presumably unscrupulous routing clerk in 
the vast midreaches of the Nebula Line corporation quietly 
offered for sale, to select parties from Kindlabethia to Nar 
Shaddaa, a hint as to the route of the Corellian Queen’s upcoming 
cruise, it attracted considerable interest. 

Two pertinent facts remained concealed, however, from the 
winning bidder. The first pertinent fact was that this presumably 
unscrupulous routing clerk was neither unscrupulous nor, in fact, 
a routing clerk, but was a skilled and resourceful agent of the 
intelligence service of the New Republic. The second pertinent 
fact was that the Corellian Queen was not cruising at all that 
season, having been replaced by a breakaway disposable shell 
built to conceal a substantial fraction of a starfighter wing, led by 
—as was customary in such operations—the crack pilots of Rogue 
Squadron. 


IT WAS APPROXIMATELY THE MOMENT THAT R4-G7 squalled a proximity 
alarm through his X-wing’s sensor panel and his HUD lit up with 


image codes for six TIE Defenders on his tail that Lieutenant 
Derek “Hobbie” Klivian, late of the Alliance to Restore Freedom 
to the Galaxy, currently of the New Republic, began to suspect 
that Commander Antilles’s brilliant ambush had never been 
brilliant at all, not even a little, and he said so. In no uncertain 
terms. Stripped of its blistering profanity, his comment was 
“Wedge? This plan was stupid. You hear me? Stupid, stupid, stu 
YOW—!” 

The yow was a product of multiple cannon hits that 
disintegrated his right dorsal cannon and most of the extended 
wing it had been attached to. This kicked his fighter into a 
tumble that he fought with both hands on the yoke and both feet 
kicking attitude jets and almost had under control until the pair 
of the Defenders closest on his tail blossomed into expanding 
spheres of flame and debris fragments. The twin shock fronts 
overtook him at exactly the wrong instant and sent him flipping 
end-over-end straight at another Defender formation streaking 
toward him head-on. Then tail-on, then head-on again, and so 
forth. 

His ship’s comlink crackled as Wedge Antilles’s fighter flashed 
past him close enough that he could see the grin on the 
commander’s face. “That’s ‘stupid plan, sir,’ Lieutenant.” 

“T suppose you think that’s funny.” 

“Well, if he doesn’t,” put in Hobbie’s wingman, “I sure do.” 

“When I want your opinion, Janson, I’ll dust your ship and scan 
for it in the wreckage.” The skewed whirl of stars around his 
cockpit gave his stomach a yank that threatened to make the slab 
of smoked terrafin loin he’d had for breakfast violently reemerge. 
Struggling grimly with the controls, he managed to angle his 
ship’s whirl just a hair, which let him twitch his ship’s nose 
toward the four pursuing marauders as he spun. Red fire lashed 
from his three surviving cannons, and the Defenders’ formation 
split open like an overripe snekfruit. 

Hobbie only dusted one with the cannons, but the pair of 
proximity-fused flechette torpedoes he had thoughtfully triggered 
at the same time flared in diverging arcs to intercept the enemy 
fighters; these torpedo arcs terminated in spectacular explosions 
that cracked the three remaining Defenders like rotten snuffle 
eggs. 

“Now, that was satisfying,” he said, still fighting his controls to 


stabilize the crippled X-wing. “Eyeball soufflé!” 

“Better watch it, Hobbie—keep that up, and somebody might start 
to think you can fly that thing.” 

“Are you in this fight, Janson? Or are you just gonna hang back 
and smirk while I do all the heavy lifting?” 

“Haven’t decided yet.” Wes Janson’s X-wing came out of 
nowhere, streaking in a tight bank across Hobbie’s subjective 
vertical. “Maybe I can lend a hand. Or, say, a couple torps.” 

Two brilliant blue stars leapt from Janson’s torpedo tubes and 
streaked for the oncoming TIEs. 

“Uh, Wes?” Hobbie said, flinching. “Those weren’t the flechette 
torps, were they?” 

“Sure. What else?” 

“Have you noticed that I’m currently having just a little trouble 
maneuvering?” 

“What do you mean?” Janson asked as though honestly puzzled. 
Then, after a second spent watching Hobbie’s ship tumbling 
helplessly directly toward his torpedoes’ targets, he said, “Oh. 
Uh ... sorry?” 

The flechette torpedoes carried by Rogue Squadron had been 
designed and built specifically for this operation, and they had 
one primary purpose: to take out TIE Defenders. 

The TIE Defender was the Empire’s premier space-superiority 
fighter. It was faster and more maneuverable than the Incom T-65 
(better known as the X-wing); faster even than the heavily 
modified and updated 65Bs of Rogue Squadron. The Defender 
was also more heavily armed, packing twin ion cannons to 
supplement its lasers, as well as dual-use launch tubes that could 
fire either proton torpedoes or concussion missiles. The shields 
generated by its twin Novaldex deflector generators were nearly 
as powerful as those found on capital ships. However, the 
Defenders were not equipped with particle shields, depending 
instead on their titanium-reinforced hull to absorb the impact of 
material objects. 

Each proton torpedo shell had been loaded with thousands of 
tiny jagged bits of durasteel, packed around a core of 
conventional explosive. On detonation, these tiny bits of durasteel 
became an expanding sphere of shrapnel; though traveling with 
respectable velocity of their own, they were most effective when 
set off in the path of oncoming Defenders, because impact energy, 


after all, is determined by relative velocity. At starfighter combat 
speeds, flying into a cloud of durasteel pellets could transform 
one’s ship from a starfighter into a very, very expensive cheese 
grater. 

The four medial fighters of the oncoming Defender formation 
hit the flechette cloud and just ... shredded. The lateral wingers 
managed to bank off an instant before they would have been 
overtaken by two sequential detonations, as the explosion of one 
Defender’s power core triggered the other three’s cores an 
eyeblink later, so that the unfortunate Lieutenant Klivian was 
now tumbling directly toward a miniature plasma nebula that 
blazed with enough hard radiation to cook him like a bantha 
steak on an obsidian fry-rock at double noon on Tatooine. 

“You’re not gonna make it, Hobbie,” Janson called. “Punch out.” 

“Oh, you’d like that, wouldn’t you?” Hobbie snarled under his 
breath, still struggling grimly with the X-wing’s controls. The 
fighter’s tumble began to slow. “I’ve got it, Wes!” 

“No, you don’t! Punch out, Hobbie—PUNCH OUT!” 

“Tve got it—I’m gonna make it! Pm gonna—” He was 
interrupted by the final flip of his X-wing, which brought his nose 
into line with the sight of the leading edge of the spherical debris 
field expanding toward him at a respectable fraction of 
lightspeed, and Hobbie Klivian, acknowledged master of both 
profanity and obscenity, human and otherwise, not to mention 
casual vulgarities from a dozen species and hundreds of star 
systems, found that he had nothing to say except, “Aw, nuts.” 

He stood the X-wing on its tail, sublights blasting for a tangent, 
but he had learned long ago that of all the Rogues, he was the 
one who should know better than to trust his luck. He reached for 
the eject trigger. 

Just as his hand found the trigger, the ship jounced and 
clanged as if he had his head trapped inside a Wookiee dinner 
gong at nightmeal. The metaphorical Wookiee cook must have 
been hungry, too, because the clanging went on and on and kept 
getting louder, and the eject still, mysteriously, didn’t seem to be 
working at all. This mystery was solved, however, by the brief 
shriek of atmosphere through a ragged fist-sized hole in the X- 
wing’s canopy. This hole was ragged because, Hobbie discovered, 
the fragment that had made this opening had been slowed by 
punching through the X-wing’s titanium-alloy ventral armor. Not 


to mention the X-wing’s control panel, where it had not only 
ripped away the entire eject trigger assembly, but had vaporized 
Hobbie’s left hand. 

He glared at his vacant wrist with more annoyance than shock 
or panic; instead of blood or cauterized flesh, his wrist jetted only 
sparks and smoke from overheated servomotors. He hadn’t had a 
real left arm since sometime before Yavin. 

Of more concern was the continuing shriek of escaping 
atmosphere, because he discovered that it was coming from his 
environment suit’s nitroxy generator. 

He thought, Oh, this sucks. After everything he had survived in 
the Galactic Civil War, he was about to be killed by a minor 
equipment malfunction. He amended his previous thought: This 
really sucks. 

He didn’t bother to say it out loud, because there wasn’t 
enough air in his cockpit to carry the sound. 

There being no other useful thing he could do with his severed 
left wrist, he jammed it into the hole in his canopy. His suit’s 
autoseal plastered itself to the jagged edges, but the nitroxy 
generator didn’t seem mollified; in fact, it was starting to feel like 
he had an unshielded fusion core strapped to his spine. 

Oh, yeah, he thought. The other hole. 

He palmed the cockpit harness’s snap release, twisted, and 
stretched out his left leg, feeling downward with the toe of his 
boot. He found a hole—and the rising pressure sucked the entire 
boot right out the bottom of his fighter before the autoseal 
engaged to close that hole, too. He felt another impact or two 
down there, but he couldn’t really tell if something might have 
ripped his foot off. 

It had been a few years since he’d had his original left leg. 

With the cockpit sealed, his nitroxy unit gradually calmed 
down, filling the space with a breathable atmosphere that smelled 
only faintly of scorched hair, and he began to think he might live 
through this after all. His only problem now was that he was 
deharnessed and stretched sideways in an extraordinarily 
uncomfortable twist that left him unable to even turn his head 
enough to see where he was going. “Arfour,” he said quietly, “can 
you please get us back to the PRP?” 

His current position did let him see, however, his astromech’s 
response to the task of navigating toward the primary rendezvous 


point, which was a spit of gap sparks and a halo of sporadic 
electrical discharge from what was left of its turret dome. Which 
was slightly less than half. 

He sighed. “Okay, ejection failure. And astromech damage. 
Crippled here,” he said into his comm. “Awaiting manual 
pickup.” 

“Little busy right now, Hobbie. We’ll get to you after we dust these 
TIEs.” 

“Take your time. Pm not going anywhere. Except, y’know, 
thataway. Slowly. Real slowly.” 

He spent the rest of the battle hoping for a bit of help from the 
Force when Wedge sent out the pickup detail. Please, he prayed 
silently, please let it be Tycho. Or Nin, or Standro. Anyone but 
Janson. 

He continued this plea as a sort of meditation, kind of the way 
Luke would talk about this stuff: he closed his eyes and visualized 
Wedge himself showing up to tow his X-wing back to the jump 
point. After a while, he found this image unconvincing— 
somehow he was never that lucky—and so he cycled through the 
other Rogues, and when those began to bore him, he decided it’d 
be Luke himself. Or Leia. Or, say, Wynssa Starflare, who always 
managed to look absolutely stellar as the strong, independent 
damsel-sometimes-in-distress in those prewar Imperial 
holodramas, because, y’know, as long as he was imagining 
something that was never gonna happen, he might as well make 
it entertaining. 

It turned out to be entertaining enough that he managed to 
pass the balance of the battle drifting off to sleep with a smile on 
his face. 

This smile lasted right up to the point where a particularly 
brilliant flash stabbed through his eyelids and he awoke, glumly 
certain that whatever had exploded right next to his ship was 
finally about to snuff him. But then there came another flash, and 
another, and with a painful twist of his body he was able to see 
Wes Janson’s fighter cruising alongside, only meters away. He 
was also able to see the handheld imager Janson had pressed 
against his cockpit’s canopy, with which Janson continued to 
snap picture after picture. 

Hobbie closed his eyes again. He would have preferred the 
explosion. 


“Just had to get a few shots.” Janson’s grin was positively 
wicked. “You look like some kind of weird cross between a starfighter 
pilot and a Batravian gumplucker.” 

Hobbie shook his head exhaustedly; dealing with Janson’s 
pathetic excuse for a sense of humor always made him tired. 
“Wes, I don’t even know what that is.” 

“Sure you do, Hobbie. A starfighter pilot is a guy who flies an X- 
wing without getting blown up. Check the Basic Dictionary. Though I 
can understand how you’d get confused.” 

“No, I mean the—” Hobbie bit his lip hard enough that he 
tasted blood. “Um, Wes?” 

“Yeah, buddy?” 

“Have I told you today how much I really, really hate you?” 

“Oh, sure—your lips say ‘I hate you,’ but your eyes say—” 

“That someday lll murder you in your sleep?” 

Janson chuckled. “More or less.” 

“Tt’s all over, huh?” 

“This part is. Most of ’em got away.” 

“How many’d we lose?” 

“Just Eight and Eleven. But Avan and Feylis ejected clean. Nothing 
a couple weeks in a bacta tank won’t cure. And then there’s my 
Batravian gumplucker wingman ...” 

“You’re the wingman, knucklehead. Maybe I should say, 
wingnut.” Hobbie sighed again. “I guess Wedge is happy, anyway. 
Everything’s proceeding according to plan ...” 

“I HATE when you say that.” 

“Yeah? How come?” 

“Don’t know. It just ... gives me the whingeing jimmies. Let me get 
this tow cable attached, and you might as well sleep; it’s a long cruise 
to the PRP.” 

“Suits me just fine,” Hobbie said, closing his eyes again. “I have 
this dream I really want to get back to ...” 


“GooD Jos, WEDGE.” GENERAL LANDO Carrissian, commander of Special 
Operations for the New Republic, nodded grave approval toward 
the flickering bluish holoform of Wedge Antilles that hovered a 
centimeter above his console. “No casualties?” 


“Nothing serious, General. Hobbie—Lieutenant Klivian—needs 
another left hand ...” 


Lando smiled. “How many does that make, all told?” 

“Tve lost count. How’s it going on your end?” 

“Good and less than good.” Lando punched up his readout of 
the tracking report. “Looks like our marauders are based in the 
Taspan system.” 

Wedge’s brilliant plan had become brilliant entirely by 
necessity; the usual method of locating a hidden marauder base— 
subjecting a captured pilot or two to a neural probe—had turned 
out to be much more difficult than anyone could have 
anticipated. Shadowspawn seemed very determined to maintain 
his privacy; through dozens of raids over nearly two months, 
many deep inside Republic territory and costing thousands of 
civilian lives, not one of Shadowspawn’s marauders had ever 
been taken alive. 

This was more than a simple refusal to surrender, though the 
marauders had shown a distressing tendency, when they found 
themselves in imminent danger, to shout out words to the effect 
of For Shadowspawn and the Empire! Forward the Restoration! and 
blow themselves up. Forensic engineers examining wreckage of 
destroyed TIE Defenders hypothesized that the starfighters were 
equipped with some unexplained type of deadman interlock, 
which would destroy the ship—and obliterate the pilot—even if 
the pilot merely lost consciousness. 

The brilliant part of Wedge’s brilliant plan had been to conceal 
hundreds of thousands of miniature solidstate transponders 
among the flechettes inside Rogue Squadron’s custom-made 
torpedoes, before giving the marauders a fairly decent pasting 
and letting the rest escape. Unlike ordinary tracking devices, 
these transponders gave off no signal of their own—thus 
requiring no power supply, and rendering them effectively 
undetectable. These transponders were entirely inert until 
triggered by a very specific subspace signal, which they then 
echoed in a very specific way. And since the only transponders of 
this very specific type in the entire galaxy were loaded in Rogue 
Squadron’s torpedo tubes, drifting at the ambush point in deep 
space along the Corellian Run, and lodged in various parts of the 
armored hulls of a certain group of TIE Defenders, locating the 
system to which said Defenders had fled was actually not 
complicated at all. 

Wedge’s holoform took on a vaguely puzzled look. “Taspan. 


Sounds familiar, but I can’t place it ...” 

“The Inner Rim, off the Hydian Way.” 

“That would be the less-than-good part.” 

“Yeah. No straight lanes in or out—and most of the legs run 
through systems still held by Imperials.” 

“Almost makes you wish for one of Palpatine’s old planet-killers.” 

“Almost.” Lando’s smile had faded, and he didn’t sound like he 
was joking. “The Empire had a weapons facility on Taspan II—it’s 
where they tested their various designs of gravity-well projectors 

“That’s it!” The image snapped its fingers silently, the sound 
eliminated by the holoprojector’s noise filter. “The Big Crush!” 

Lando nodded. “The Big Crush.” 

“I heard there was nothing left at Taspan but an asteroid field, like 
the Graveyard of Alderaan.” 

“There’s an inner planet—Taspan I is a minor resort world 
called Mindor. Not well known, but really beautiful; my parents 
had a summer house there when I was a kid.” 

“Any progress on this Shadowspawn character himself?” 

“We’ve only managed to determine that no one by that name 
was ever registered as an Imperial official. Clearly an assumed 
identity.” 

“The guy’s got to be some kind of nutjob.” 

“T doubt it. His choice of base is positively inspired; the debris 
from the Big Crush hasn’t had time to settle into stable orbits.” 

“So it is like the Graveyard of Alderaan.” 

“It’s worse, Wedge. A lot worse.” 

Wedge’s image appeared to be giving a low whistle; the 
holoprojector’s noise filter screened it out. “Sounds ugly. How are 
we supposed to get at them?” 

“You’re not.” Lando took a deep breath before continuing. 
“This is exactly the type of situation for which we developed the 
Rapid Response Task Force.” 

Wedge’s image gave a slow, understanding nod. “Hit ’em with 
our Big Stick, then. Slap ’em good and run like hell.” 

“It’s the best shot we’ve got.” 

“You’re probably right; you usually are. But it'll sting, to not be 
there.” 

“Right enough. But we have other problems—and the RRTF is 
in very capable hands.” 


“Got that right.” Wedge suddenly grinned. “Speaking of those 
capable hands, pass along my regards to General Skywalker, will 
you?” 

“T will do that, Wedge. I will indeed.” 


THE NEW REPUBLIC 


(5-25 YEARS AFTER STAR WARS: A NEW HOPE) 


The destruction of the second Death Star and the death of 
Emperor Palpatine—the climactic conclusion of Return of the Jedi 
—has shaken the Empire to its core. While the remnant of the 
loyal Imperials settles in for a long, drawn-out last stand, the 
victorious Rebel Alliance and its supporters found a galactic 
governing authority they name the New Republic. Troops and 
warships are donated to the cause, as New Republic military 
leaders forge plans to seize Imperial fortress worlds, invade the 
Core Worlds, and retake Coruscant itself. Eventually, the Imperial 
Remnant is pushed back to a small part of the Outer Rim, and the 
New Republic is finally able to focus on restoring just and 
democratic government to the galaxy. 

At last the heroes of the Rebellion are free to pursue their own 
lives. Han and Leia marry ... but before the birth of their twins, 
Jacen and Jaina, the galaxy is once again torn asunder by war, as 
the Imperial forces—under the control of military mastermind 
Grand Admiral Thrawn—step up their campaign of raids against 
the New Republic. Even after Thrawn is defeated, the Imperial 
forces forge on, harrying the New Republic and Luke’s nascent 
Jedi academy—the start of Luke’s dream to rebuild the Jedi 
Order from the ground up. Plagues, insurrections, and rogue 
warlords add to the chaos and push the New Republic back a step 
for every two steps it takes forward in its quest for peace and 
prosperity for all. Meanwhile, Leia becomes Chief of State of the 
New Republic, and the Solos’ third child, a boy they name 
Anakin, after his grandfather, is born; Luke has met Mara Jade, a 
secret dark side apprentice to the Emperor whom he helps bring 
into the light, and the two subsequently fall in love and marry. 

Finally, after a series of further setbacks and plots against the 


young galactic government and Luke’s Jedi, a peace treaty 
formally ends the long conflict between the New Republic and 
the remnants of the Empire. The events of these years are the 
answer to the question ... “What happened after the movies?” 


If you’re a reader looking to dive into the New Republic era, here 
are three great starting points: 


e X-Wing: Rogue Squadron, by Michael A. Stackpole: A taste of 
life at the edge, Rogue Squadron and the subsequent X-Wing 
novels bring to life Wedge Antilles and his brave, sometimes 
rambunctious fellow pilots in fast-paced adventures that 
switch smoothly and easily between entertaining repartee 
and tense battlefield action. 


e Heir to the Empire, by Timothy Zahn: The book that 
reintroduced a generation of fans to Star Wars is full of the 
elements that made the movies great—space battles, 
intriguing villains, and derring-do. 

* Before the Storm, by Michael P. Kube-McDowell: With a harder 
sci-fi edge to Star Wars, this novel features the classic heroes 
Han, Luke, and Leia, and explores everything from military 
forensics to the nature of the Force. 


Read on for an excerpt from a Star Wars novel set in the New 
Republic era. 


BOOK 1 IN THE EXCITING NEW S 


You’re good, Corran, but you’re no Luke Skywalker. Corran Horn’s 
cheeks still burned at the memory of Commander Antilles’s 
evaluation of his last simulator exercise. The line had been a 
simple comment, not meant to be cruel nor delivered that way, 
but it cut deep into Corran. I’ve never tried to suggest I’m that good 
of a pilot. 

He shook his head. No, you just wanted it to be self-evident and 
easily recognized by everyone around you. Reaching out he flicked 
the starter switches for the X-wing simulator’s engines. “Green 
One has four starts and is go.” All around him in the cockpit 
various switches, buttons, and monitors flashed to life. “Primary 
and secondary power is at full.” 

Ooryl Qrygg, his Gand wingman, reported similar start-up 
success in a high-pitched voice. “Green Two is operational.” 

Green Three and Four checked in, then the external screens 
came alive projecting an empty starfield. “Whistler, have you 
finished the navigation calculations?” 

The green and white R2 unit seated behind Corran hooted, then 
the navdata spilled out over Corran’s main monitor. He punched 
a button sending the same coordinates out to the other pilots in 
Green Flight. “Go to light speed and rendezvous on the 
Redemption.” 

As Corran engaged the X-wing’s hyperdrive, the stars elongated 
themselves into white cylinders, then snapped back into pinpoints 
and began to revolve slowly, transforming themselves into a 
tunnel of white light. Corran fought the urge to use the stick to 
compensate for the roll. In space, and especially hyperspace, up 
and down were relative. How his ship moved through hyperspace 
didn’t really matter—as long as it remained on the course 
Whistler had calculated and had attained sufficient velocity 
before entering hyperspace, he’d arrive intact. 

Flying into a black hole would actually make this run easier. Every 


pilot dreaded the Redemption run. The scenario was based on an 
Imperial attack on evacuation ships back before the first Death 
Star had been destroyed. While the Redemption waited for three 
Medevac shuttles and the corvette Korolev to dock and off-load 
wounded, the Imperial frigate Warspite danced around the system 
and dumped out TIE fighters and added bombers to the mix to do 
as much damage as they could. 

The bombers, with a full load of missiles, could do a lot of 
damage. All the pilots called the Redemption scenario by another 
name: the Requiem scenario. The Warspite would only deploy four 
starfighters and a half-dozen bombers—known in pilot slang as 
“eyeballs” and “dupes” respectively—but it would do so in a 
pattern that made it all but impossible for the pilots to save the 
Korolev. The corvette was just one big target, and the TIE 
bombers had no trouble unloading all their missiles into it. 

Stellar pinpoints elongated again as the fighter came out of 
hyperspace. Off to the port side Corran saw the Redemption. 
Moments later Whistler reported that the other fighters and all 
three Medevac shuttles had arrived. The fighters checked in and 
the first shuttle began its docking maneuver with the Redemption. 

“Green One, this is Green Four.” 

“Go ahead, Four.” 

“By the book, or are we doing something fancy?” 

Corran hesitated before answering. By book, Nawara Ven had 
referred to the general wisdom about the scenario. It stated that 
one pilot should play fleethund and race out to engage the first 
TIE flight while the other three fighters remained in close as 
backup. As long as three fighters stayed at home, it appeared, the 
Warspite dropped ships off at a considerable distance from the 
Korolev. When they didn’t, it got bolder and the whole scenario 
became very bloody. 

The problem with going by the book was that it wasn’t a very 
good strategy. It meant one pilot had to deal with five TIEs—two 
eyeballs and three dupes—all by himself, then turn around and 
engage five more. Even with them coming in waves, the chances 
of being able to succeed against those odds were slim. 

Doing it any other way was disastrous. Besides, what loyal son of 
Corellia ever had any use for odds? 

“By the book. Keep the home fires burning and pick up after 


? 


me. 


“Done. Good luck.” 

“Thanks.” Corran reached up with his right hand and pressed it 
against the lucky charm he wore on a chain around his neck. 
Though he could barely feel the coin through his gloves and the 
thick material of his flight suit, the familiar sensation of the metal 
resting against his breastbone brought a smile to his face. It 
worked for you a lot, Dad, let’s hope all its luck hasn’t run out yet. 

He openly acknowledged that he’d been depending quite a bit 
on luck to see him through the difficulties of settling in with the 
Alliance forces. Learning the slang took some work—moving from 
calling TIE starfighters “eyeballs” to calling Interceptors “squints” 
made a certain amount of sense, but many other terms had been 
born of logic that escaped him. Everything about the Rebellion 
seemed odd in comparison to his previous life and fitting in had 
not been easy. 

Nor will be winning this scenario. 

The Korolev materialized and moved toward the Redemption, 
prompting Corran to begin his final check. He’d mulled the 
scenario over in his mind time and time again. In previous runs, 
when he served as a home guard to someone else’s fleethund, he’d 
had Whistler record traces on the TIE timing patterns, flight 
styles, and attack vectors. While different cadets flew the TIE half 
of the simulations, the craft dictated their performance and a lot 
of their initial run sequence had been preprogrammed. 

A sharp squawk from Whistler alerted Corran to the War spite’s 
arrival. “Great, eleven klicks aft.” Pulling the stick around to the 
right, Corran brought the X-wing into a wide turn. At the end of 
it he punched the throttle up to full power. Hitting another 
switch up to the right, he locked the S-foils into attack position. 
“Green One engaging.” 

Rhysati’s voice came cool and strong through the radio. “Be all 
over them like drool on a Hutt.” 

“PIL do my best, Green Three.” Corran smiled and waggled the 
X-wing as he flew back through the Alliance formation and out 
toward the Warspite. Whistler announced the appearance of three 
TIE bombers with a low tone, then brought the sound up as two 
TIE fighters joined them. 

“Whistler, tag the bombers as targets one, two, and three.” As 
the R2 unit complied with that order, Corran pushed shield 
power full to front and brought his laser targeting program up on 


the main monitor. With his left hand he adjusted the sighting 
calibration knob on the stick and got the two fighters. Good, looks 
like three klicks between the eyeballs and the bombers. 

Corran’s right hand again brushed the coin beneath his flight 
suit. He took a deep breath, exhaled slowly, then settled his hand 
on the stick and let his thumb hover over the firing button. At 
two klicks the heads-up display painted a yellow box around the 
lead TIE fighter. The box went green as the fighter’s image locked 
into the HUD’s targeting cross and Whistler’s shrill bleat filled the 
cockpit. Corran’s thumb hit the button, sending three bursts of 
laser bolts at the lead fighter. 

The first set missed but the second and third blasted through 
the spherical cockpit. The hexagonal solar panels snapped off and 
spun forward through space while the ion engines exploded into 
an expanding ball of incandescent gas. 

Corran kicked the X-wing up in a ninety-degree snap-roll and 
sliced through the center of the explosion. Laser fire from the 
second fighter lit up his forward shields, making it impossible for 
him to get a good visual line on the TIE. Whistler yowled, 
complaining about being a target. Corran hurried a shot and 
knew he hit, but the TIE flashed past and continued on in at the 
Korolev. 

Time to write a new chapter for the book on the Requiem scenario. 
Corran throttled back almost all the way to zero and let the X- 
wing decelerate. “Whistler, bring up target one.” 

The image of the first TIE bomber filled his monitor. Corran 
switched over to proton torpedo target control. The HUD changed 
to a larger box and Whistler began beeping as he worked 
supplying data to the targeting computer for a missile lock. 

“Green One, your velocity is down to one percent. Do you need 
help?” 

“Negative, Green Two.” 

“Corran, what are you doing?” 

“Making the book a short story.” I hope. 

The HUD went red and Whistlers tone became constant. 
Corran punched the button and launched the first missile. 
“Acquire target two.” The HUD flashed yellow, then red, and the 
pilot launched the second missile. 

Numbers scrolled away to zero as the missiles streaked in at 
their targets. Two kilometers away the first missile hit, shredding 


the first TIE bomber. Seconds later the second missile hit its 
target. A novalike explosion lit the simulator’s cockpit, then 
melted into the blackness of space. 

“Acquire target three.” 

Even as he gave the order he knew the rate of closure between 
the bomber and his ship would make the last missile shot all but 
impossible. “Cancel three.” Corran throttled up again as the third 
bomber sailed past and brought his ship around. He switched 
back to laser targeting and climbed right up on the bomber’s 
stern. 

The dupe’s pilot tried to evade him. He juked the double-hulled 
ship to the left, then started a long turn to the right, but Corran 
was of no mind to lose him. He cut his speed, which kept the 
bomber in front of him, then followed it in its turn. As he leveled 
out again on its tail, he triggered two laser bursts and the 
targeting computer reported hull damage. 

The bomber’s right wing came up in a roll and Corran did the 
same thing. Had he continued to fly level, the X-wing’s lasers 
would have passed on either side of the bomber’s fuselage, giving 
the bomber a few seconds more of life. Keeping the bomber 
centered in his crosshairs, Corran hit twice more and the bulky 
craft disintegrated before him. 

Pushing his throttle to full, Corran scanned for the fighter he’d 
missed. He found it two klicks out and going in toward the 
Korolev. He also found five more TIEs coming in from the other 
side of the corvette, eighteen kilometers away. Damn, the bomber 
took more time than I had to give it. 

He brought the torpedo targeting program back up and locked 
on to the remaining fighter. The HUD seemed to take forever 
before it went red and acquired a lock. Corran fired a missile and 
watched it blast through the fighter, then turned his attention to 
the new TIEs. 

“Green One, do you want us to engage?” 

Corran shook his head. “Negative, Two. Warspite is still here 
and could dump another flight.” He sighed. “Move to intercept 
the fighters, but don’t go beyond a klick from the Korolev.” 

“On it.” 

Good, they can tie the fighters up while I dust these dupes. Corran 
studied the navigational data Whistler was giving him. The 
Korolev, the bombers, and his X-wing formed a shrinking triangle. 


If he flew directly at the bombers he would end up flying in an 
arc, which would take more time than he had and let them get 
close enough to launch their missiles at the corvette. That would 
be less than useless as far as he was concerned. 

“Whistler, plot me an intercept point six klicks out from the 
Korolev.” 

The R2 whistled blithely, as if that calculation was so simple 
even Corran should have been able to do it in his head. Steering 
toward it, Corran saw he’d have just over a minute to deal with 
the bombers before they were in firing range on the Korolev. Not 
enough time. 

Flicking two switches, Corran redirected generator energy from 
recharging his shields and lasers into the engines. It took the 
acceleration compensator a second to cycle up, so the ship’s burst 
of speed pushed Corran back into the padding of his command 
seat. This better work. 

“Green One, the Warspite has hyped. Are we released to engage 
fighters?” 

“Affirmative, Three. Go get them.” Corran frowned for a 
second, knowing his fellow pilots would make short work of the 
TIE fighters. They would deny him a clean sweep, but he’d 
willingly trade two TIEs for the corvette. Commander Antilles 
might have gotten them all himself, but then he’s got two Death Stars 
painted on the side of his X-wing. 

“Whistler, mark each of the bombers four, five, and six.” Range 
to intercept was three klicks and he had added thirty seconds to 
his fighting time. “Acquire four.” 

The targeting computer showed him to be coming in at a forty- 
five-degree angle to the flight path of his target, which meant he 
was way off target. He quickly punched the generator back into 
recharging lasers and his shields, then pulled even more energy 
from his quartet of Incom 4L4 fusial thrust engines and shunted it 
into recharging his weapons and shields. 

The resource redirection brought his speed down. Corran 
pulled back on the stick, easing the X-wing into a turn that 
brought him head-on into the bombers. Tapping the stick to the 
left, he centered the targeting box on the first of the dupes. 

The HUD started yellow, then quickly went red. Corran fired a 
missile. “Acquire five.” The HUD started red and Whistler’s keen 
echoed through the cockpit. The Corellian fired a second missile. 


“Acquire six.” 

Whistler screeched. 

Corran looked down at his display. Scrolling up the screen, 
sandwiched between the reports of missile hits on the three 
bombers, he saw a notation about Green Two. “Green Two, 
report.” 

“He’s gone, One.” 

“A fighter got him?” 

“No time to chat ...” The comm call from the Twi’lek in Green 
Four ended in a hiss of static. 

“Rhysati?” 

“Got one, Corran, but this last one is good.” 

“Hang on.” 

“TIL do my best.” 

“Whistler, acquire six.” 

The R2 unit hissed. The last bomber had already shot past the 
intercept point and was bearing in on the Korolev. The pilot had 
the wide-bodied craft slowly spinning, making it a difficult target 
for a missile lock. The Korolev, being as big as it was, would 
present large enough of a target that even a rolling ship could get 
a lock on it. 

And once he has that lock, the Korolev is so much space junk. 
Corran switched back to lasers and pushed his X-wing forward. 
Even though two klicks separated them, he triggered a couple of 
laser blasts. He knew his chances of hitting were not good at that 
range, but the light from the bolts would shoot past the TIE and 
give the pilot something to think about. And I want him thinking 
about me, not that nerf-vette grazing there. 

Corran redirected all power back into the engines and shot 
forward. Two more laser blasts caused the TIE bomber to shy a 
bit, but it had pushed into target-acquisition range. The ship’s roll 
began to slow as the pilot fixated on his target, then, as Corran 
brought his lasers to bear, the bomber jinked and cut away to 
port. 

The Corellian’s eyes narrowed. Bror Jace has got to be flying that 
thing. He thinks it’s payback time. The other pilot, a human from 
Thyferra, was—in Corran’s opinion—the second best pilot in the 
training squadron. He’s going to kill the Korolev and I’ll never hear 
the end of it. Unless ... 

Corran pulled all his shield energy forward and left his aft as 


naked as the shieldless TIE bomber. Following Jace through a 
barrel roll, he kept the throttle full forward. As they leveled out 
again Corran triggered a snapshot at the bomber. It caught a 
piece of one wing, but Jace dove beneath the X-wing’s line of fire. 
Here we go! 

Corran shoved his stick forward to follow the bomber’s dive, 
but because his rate of speed was a good twenty percent faster 
than that of Jace’s ship, the X-wing moved into a broad loop. By 
the time Corran inverted to finish the turn off, Jace’s bomber 
came back up and banked in on the X-wing’s tail. 

Before the bomber could unload a missile or two into his aft, 
Corran broke the fighter hard to port and carved across the 
bomber’s line of fire. Basic maneuver with a basic response. Without 
even glancing at his instruments, and paying no attention to 
Whistler’s squealed warning, Corran cut engine power back into 
recharging his shields. One more second. 

Jace’s response to Corran’s break had been a reverse-throttle 
hop. By bringing the nose of the bomber up in a steep climb, then 
rolling out in the direction of the turn, Jace managed to stay 
inside the arc of the X-wing’s turn. As the bomber leveled off, it 
closed very quickly with the X-wing—too quickly for a missile lock, 
but not a laser shot. 

The TIE bomber shrieked in at the X-wing. Collision warning 
klaxons wailed. Corran could feel Jace’s excitement as the X-wing 
loomed larger. He knew the other pilot would snap off a quick 
shot, then come around again, angry at having overshot the X- 
wing, but happy to smoke Corran before taking the Korolev. 

The X-wing pilot hit a switch and shifted all shield power to 
the aft shields. 

The deflector shield materialized as a demisphere 
approximately twenty meters behind the X-wing. Designed to 
dissipate both energy and kinetic weapons, it had no trouble 
protecting the fighter from the bomber’s twin laser blasts. Had 
the bomber used missiles, the shields could even have handled all 
the damage they could do, though that would have been enough 
to destroy the shields themselves. 

The TIE bomber, which massed far more than the missiles it 
carried, should have punched through the shields and might even 
have destroyed the fighter, but it hit at an angle and glanced off. 
The collision did blast away half the power of the aft shield and 


bounced the X-wing around, but otherwise left the snubfighter 
undamaged. 

The same could not be said of the unshielded bomber. The 
impact with the shield was roughly equivalent to a vehicle hitting 
a ferrocrete wall at sixty kilometers per hour. While that might 
not do a land vehicle much damage, land vehicles are decidedly 
less delicate than starfighters. The starboard wing crumpled 
inward, wrapping itself around the bomber’s cockpit. Both pods 
of the ship twisted out of alignment so the engines shot it off into 
an uncontrolled tumble through the simulator’s dataspace. 

“Green Three, did you copy that?” 

Corran got no response. “Whistler, what happened to Three?” 

The R2 unit gave him a mournful tone. 

Sithspawn. Corran flipped the shield control to equalize things 
fore and aft. “Where is he?” 

The image of a lone TIE fighter making a strafing run on the 
Korolev appeared on Corran’s monitor. The clumsy little craft 
skittered along over the corvette’s surface, easily dodging its 
weak return fire. That’s seriously gutsy for a TIE fighter. Corran 
smiled. Or arrogant, and time to make him pay for that arrogance. 

The Corellian brought his proton torpedo targeting program up 
and locked on to the TIE. It tried to break the lock, but turbolaser 
fire from the Korolev boxed it in. Corran’s HUD went red and he 
triggered the torpedo. “Scratch one eyeball.” 

The missile shot straight in at the fighter, but the pilot broke 
hard to port and away, causing the missile to overshoot the 
target. Nice flying! Corran brought his X-wing over and started 
down to loop in behind the TIE, but as he did so, the TIE 
vanished from his forward screen and reappeared in his aft arc. 
Yanking the stick hard to the right and pulling it back, Corran 
wrestled the X-wing up and to starboard, then inverted and rolled 
out to the left. 

A laser shot jolted a tremor through the simulator’s couch. 
Lucky thing I had all shields aft! Corran reinforced them with 
energy from his lasers, then evened them out fore and aft. Jinking 
the fighter right and left, he avoided laser shots coming in from 
behind, but they all came in far closer than he liked. 

He knew Jace had been in the bomber, and Jace was the only 
pilot in the unit who could have stayed with him. Except for our 
leader. Corran smiled broadly. Coming to see how good I really am, 


Commander Antilles? Let me give you a clinic. “Make sure youre in 
there solid, Whistler, because we’re going for a little ride.” 

Corran refused to let the R2’s moan slow him down. A snap-roll 
brought the X-wing up on its port wing. Pulling back on the stick 
yanked the fighter’s nose up away from the original line of flight. 
The TIE stayed with him, then tightened up on the arc to close 
distance. Corran then rolled another ninety degrees and 
continued the turn into a dive. Throttling back, Corran hung in 
the dive for three seconds, then hauled back hard on the stick and 
cruised up into the TIE fighter’s aft. 

The X-wing’s laser fire missed wide to the right as the TIE cut 
to the left. Corran kicked his speed up to full and broke with the 
TIE. He let the X-wing rise above the plane of the break, then put 
the fighter through a twisting roll that ate up enough time to 
bring him again into the TIE’s rear. The TIE snapped to the right 
and Corran looped out left. 

He watched the tracking display as the distance between them 
grew to be a kilometer and a half, then slowed. Fine, you want to 
go nose to nose? I’ve got shields and you don’t. If Commander 
Antilles wanted to commit virtual suicide, Corran was happy to 
oblige him. He tugged the stick back to his sternum and rolled 
out in an inversion loop. Coming at you! 

The two starfighters closed swiftly. Corran centered his foe in 
the crosshairs and waited for a dead shot. Without shields the TIE 
fighter would die with one burst, and Corran wanted the kill to 
be clean. His HUD flicked green as the TIE juked in and out of the 
center, then locked green as they closed. 

The TIE started firing at maximum range and scored hits. At 
that distance the lasers did no real damage against the shields, 
prompting Corran to wonder why Wedge was wasting the energy. 
Then, as the HUD’s green color started to flicker, realization 
dawned. The bright bursts on the shields are a distraction to my 
targeting! I better kill him now! 

Corran tightened down on the trigger button, sending red laser 
needles stabbing out at the closing TIE fighter. He couldn’t tell if 
he had hit anything. Lights flashed in the cockpit and Whistler 
started screeching furiously. Corran’s main monitor went black, 
his shields were down, and his weapons controls were dead. 

The pilot looked left and right. “Where is he, Whistler?” 

The monitor in front of him flickered to life and a diagnostic 


report began to scroll by. Bloodred bordered the damage reports. 
“Scanners, out; lasers, out; shields, out; engine, out! I’m a 
wallowing Hutt just hanging here in space.” 

With the X-wing’s scanners being dead, the R2 droid couldn’t 
locate the TIE fighter if it was outside the droid’s scanner range. 
Whistler informed Corran of this with an anxious bleat. 

“Easy, Whistler, get me my shields back first. Hurry.” Corran 
continued to look around for the TIE fighter. Letting me stew, are 
you, sir? You'll finish the Korolev then come for me. The pilot 
frowned and felt a cold chill run down his spine. You're right, I’m 
no Luke Skywalker. I’m glad you think I’m not bad, but I want to be 
the best! 

Suddenly the starfield went black and the simulator pod hissed 
as it cracked open. The canopy lifted up and the sound of 
laughter filled the cockpit. Corran almost flicked the blast shield 
down on his helmet to prevent his three friends from seeing his 
embarrassed blush. Nope, might as well take my punishment. He 
stood and doffed his helmet, then shook his head. “At least it’s 
over.” 

The Twi’lek, Nawara Ven, clapped his hands. “Such modesty, 
Corran.” 

“Huh?” 

The blond woman next to the Twi’lek beamed up at him. “You 
won the Redemption scenario.” 

“What?” 

The grey-green Gand nodded his head and placed his helmet on 
the nose of Corran’s simulator. “You had nine kills. Jace is not 
pleased.” 

“Thanks for the good news, Ooryl, but I still got killed in 
there.” Corran hopped out of the simulator. “The pilot who got 
you three—Commander Antilles—he got me, too.” 

The Twi’lek shrugged. “He’s been at this a bit longer than I 
have, so it is not a surprise he got me.” 

Rhysati shook her head, letting her golden hair drape down 
over her shoulders. “The surprise was that he took so long to get 
us, really. Are you certain he killed you?” 

Corran frowned. “I don’t think I got a mission end message.” 

“Clearly you have too little experience of dying in these 
simulators because you’d know if you did.” Rhysati laughed 
lightly. “He may have hit you, Corran, but he didn’t kill you. You 


survived and won.” 

Corran blinked, then smiled. “And I got Bror before he got the 
Korolev. T11 take that.” 

“As well you should.” A brown-haired man with crystal blue 
eyes shouldered his way between Ooryl and Nawara. “You’re an 
exceptionally good pilot.” 

“Thank you, sir.” 

The man offered Corran his hand. “Thought I had you, but 
when you shot out my engines, your missile caught up with me. 
Nice job.” 

Corran shook the man’s hand hesitantly. The man wore a black 
flight suit with no name or rank insignia on it, though it did have 
Hoth, Endor, and Bakura battle tabs sewn on the left sleeve. “You 
know, you’re one hot hand in a TIE.” 

“Nice of you to say, Mr. Horn—I’m a bit rusty, but I really 
enjoyed this run.” He released Corran’s hand. “Next time I’ll give 
you more of a fight.” 

A woman wearing a Lieutenant’s uniform touched the TIE pilot 
on the arm. “Admiral Ackbar is ready to see you now, sir. If you 
will follow me.” 

The TIE pilot nodded to the four X-wing pilots. “Good flying, 
all of you. Congratulations on winning the scenario.” 

Corran stared at the man’s retreating back. “I thought 
Commander Antilles was in that TIE. I mean it had to be someone 
as good as him to get you three.” 

The ends of Nawara Ven’s head tails twitched. “Apparently he 
is that good.” 

Rhysati nodded. “He flew circles around me.” 

“At least you saw him.” The Gand drummed his trio of fingers 
against the hull of Corran’s simulator. “He caught Ooryl as Ooryl 
fixed on his wingman. Ooryl is free hydrogen in simspace. That 
man is very good.” 

“Sure, but who is he?” Corran frowned. “He’s not Luke 
Skywalker, obviously, but he was with Rogue Squadron at Bakura 
and survived Endor.” 

The Twi’lek’s red eyes sparked. “The Endor tab had a black dot 
in the middle—he survived the Death Star run.” 

Rhysati looped her right arm around Corran’s neck and brought 
her fist up gently under his chin. “What difference does it make 
who he is?” 


“Rhys, he shot up three of our best pilots, had me dead in 
space, and says he’s a bit rusty! I want to know who he is because 
he’s decidedly dangerous.” 

“He is that, but today he’s not the most dangerous pilot. That’s 
you.” She linked her other arm through Nawara’s right elbow. 
“So, Corran, you forget you were a Security officer and, Nawara, 
you forget you were a lawyer and let this thing drop. Today we’re 
all pilots, we’re all on the same side”—she smiled sweetly—‘“and 
the man who beat the Redemption scenario is about to make good 
on all those dinner and drink promises he made to talk his 
wingmates into helping him win.” 


THE NEW JEDI ORDER 


(25-40 YEARS AFTER STAR WARS: A NEW HOPE) 


A quarter century after A New Hope and the destruction of the 
Death Star, the galaxy is free of wide-scale conflicts—but the New 
Republic must contend with many regional brushfires. And Luke 
Skywalker’s Jedi Order faces its own growing pains: Some New 
Republic officials want to rein in the Jedi, leading Luke to 
wonder if the Jedi Council should be restored. 

On the planet Rhommamool, Leia Organa Solo, Mara Jade 
Skywalker, and Jaina Solo meet with a mysterious rabble-rouser 
named Nom Anor. Anor rejects Leia’s diplomatic entreaties, but 
she’s more disturbed by what she finds when she reaches out to 
him in the Force: nothing. It’s as if he isn’t there. 

Anor is a secret agent of the Yuuzhan Vong, powerful warriors 
from another galaxy who regard technology as blasphemous, 
relying on biological constructs to serve as their starships, 
weapons, and communicators. Long ago, a devastating war 
destroyed much of the Yuuzhan Vong’s galaxy and cut them off 
from the Force, sending their clans across the intergalactic void in 
search of a new home. Now they are at the edge of the Star Wars 
galaxy, ready to invade. 

As head of the New Jedi Order, Luke is central to the galaxy’s 
defense; Leia’s skills as a former Chief of State and respected 
political adviser are also called on. The five-year war shakes the 
galaxy to its foundations. Technologically advanced worlds 
within the Yuuzhan Vong invasion corridor are subjected to the 
newcomers’ biotechnology and altered into strange hybrids 
combining what they had been with the new Yuuzhan Vong 
ecosystem. Entire species are enslaved—or eradicated. The New 
Republic is ill prepared to meet the extragalactic threat, with 
regional rivalries, political dissension, and concern over the 


Imperial Remnant limiting the effectiveness of its military 
response. Wrangling in the Senate snarls the war plans, as do 
disagreements between planetary fleets and armies, while 
assassination and war thin the ranks of the New Republic’s 
leaders. Officers and pilots who battled for so long against the 
Empire, such as Admiral Ackbar and Wedge Antilles, work 
feverishly to figure out how to outmaneuver their new enemies. 

The invasion sorely challenges the Jedi, as well. Some take it 
upon themselves to meet the Yuuzhan Vong threat head-on, 
disdaining foot-dragging by politicians—and some of those skirt 
the dark side of the Force, giving in to their anger and fear as the 
Yuuzhan Vong ruin worlds and lives. The Yuuzhan Vong come to 
recognize the Jedi as the biggest threat to their plans, and begin 
hunting them down using New Republic traitors and 
bioengineered killers. At the forefront of the war against the Jedi 
are the Solo children—now teenagers and Jedi Knights in their 
own right. By the time the war is over, the Solo family will never 
be the same again. 

The other heroes of the Rebellion, too, face personal struggles 
and tragedies. Luke fears for the life of his wife, Mara—infected 
with a Yuuzhan Vong-engineered disease—and for that of his 
newborn son, Ben, hunted by the Jedi’s enemies. Han and Leia’s 
losses are even harder to bear, as their oldest friends and children 
risk everything to stop the Yuuzhan Vong. 


If you’re a reader looking to explore the epic tale of the Yuuzhan 
Vong war and the era of Luke’s New Jedi Order, the best place to 
start is with the first book in the series: 


e The New Jedi Order: Vector Prime, by R. A. Salvatore: The first 
novel in the series introduces the pitiless Yuuzhan Vong and 
immediately makes clear that the heroes of the Rebellion are 
in mortal danger. 


Read on for an excerpt from a Star Wars novel set in the New Jedi 
Order era. 
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Fraying Fabric 


It was too peaceful out here, surrounded by the vacuum of 
space and with only the continual hum of the twin ion drives 
breaking the silence. While she loved these moments of peace, 
Leia Organa Solo also viewed them as an emotional trap, for she 
had been around long enough to understand the turmoil she 
would find at the end of this ride. 

Like the end of every ride, lately. 

Leia paused a moment before she entered the bridge of the Jade 
Sabre, the new shuttle her brother, Luke, had built for his wife, 
Mara Jade. Before her, and apparently oblivious to her, Mara and 
Jaina sat comfortably, side by side at the controls, talking and 
smiling. Leia focused on her daughter, Jaina, sixteen years old, 
but with the mature and calm demeanor of a veteran pilot. Jaina 
looked a lot like Leia, with long dark hair and brown eyes 
contrasting sharply with her smooth and creamy skin. Indeed, 
Leia saw much of herself in the girl—no, not girl, Leia corrected 
her own thoughts, but young woman. That same sparkle behind 
the brown eyes, mischievous, adventurous, determined. 

That notion set Leia back a bit, for she recognized then that 
when she looked at Jaina, she was seeing not a reflection of 
herself but an image of the girl she had once been. A twinge of 
sadness caught her as she considered her own life now: a 
diplomat, a bureaucrat, a mediator, always trying to calm things 
down, always working for the peace and prosperity of the New 
Republic. Did she miss the days when the most common noise 
around her had been the sharp blare of a blaster or the hiss of a 
lightsaber? Was she sorry that those wild times had been replaced 
by the droning of the ion drives and the sharp bickering of one 
pride-wounded emissary after another? 

Perhaps, Leia had to admit, but in looking at Jaina and those 
simmering dark eyes, she could take vicarious pleasure. 


Another twinge—jealousy?—caught her by surprise, as Mara 
and Jaina erupted into laughter over some joke Leia had not 
overheard. But she pushed the absurd notion far from her mind as 
she considered her sister-in-law, Luke’s wife and Jaina’s tutor—at 
Jaina’s own request—in the ways of the Jedi. Mara was not a 
substitute mother for Jaina, but rather a big sister, and when Leia 
considered the fires that constantly burned in Mara’s green eyes, 
she understood that the woman could give to Jaina things that 
Leia could not, and that those lessons and that friendship would 
prove valuable indeed to her daughter. And so she forced aside 
her jealousy and was merely glad that Jaina had found such a 
friend. 

She started onto the bridge, but paused again, sensing 
movement behind her. She knew before looking that it was 
Bolpuhr, her Noghri bodyguard, and barely gave him a glance as 
he glided to the side, moving so easily and gracefully that he 
reminded her of a lace curtain drifting lazily in a gentle breeze. 
She had accepted young Bolpuhr as her shadow for just that 
reason, for he was as unobtrusive as any bodyguard could be. 
Leia marveled at the young Noghri, at how his grace and silence 
covered a perfectly deadly fighting ability. 

She held up her hand, indicating that Bolpuhr should remain 
out here, and though his usually emotionless face did flash Leia a 
quick expression of disappointment, she knew he would obey. 
Bolpuhr, and all the Noghri, would do anything Leia asked of 
them. He would jump off a cliff or dive into the hot end of an ion 
engine for her, and the only time she ever saw any sign of 
discontentment with her orders was when Bolpuhr thought she 
might be placing him in a difficult position to properly defend 
her. 

As he was thinking now, Leia understood, though why in the 
world Bolpuhr would fear for her safety on her sister-in-law’s 
private shuttle was beyond her. Sometimes dedication could be 
taken a bit too far. 

With a nod to Bolpuhr, she turned back to the bridge and 
crossed through the open doorway. “How much longer?” she 
asked, and was amused to see both Jaina and Mara jump in 
surprise at her sudden appearance. 

In answer, Jaina increased the magnification on the forward 
screen, and instead of the unremarkable dots of light, there 


appeared an image of two planets, one mostly blue and white, the 
other reddish in hue, seemingly so close together that Leia 
wondered how it was that the blue-and-white one, the larger of 
the pair, had not grasped the other in its gravity and turned it 
into a moon. Parked halfway between them, perhaps a half a 
million kilometers from either, deck lights glittering in the 
shadows of the blue-and-white planet, loomed a Mon Calamari 
battle cruiser, the Mediator, one of the newest ships in the New 
Republic fleet. 

“They’re at their closest,” Mara observed, referring to the 
planets. 

“I beg your indulgence,” came a melodic voice from the 
doorway, and the protocol droid C-3PO walked into the room. 
“But I do not believe that is correct.” 

“Close enough,” Mara said. She turned to Jaina. “Both 
Rhommamool and Osarian are ground based, technologically—” 

“Rhommamool almost exclusively so!” C-3PO quickly added, 
drawing a scowl from all three of the women. Oblivious, he 
rambled on. “Even Osarian’s fleet must be considered marginal, at 
best. Unless, of course, one is using the Pantang Scale of Aero- 
techno Advancement, which counts even a simple landspeeder as 
highly as it would a Star Destroyer. Perfectly ridiculous scale.” 

“Thank you, Threepio,” Leia said, her tone indicating that she 
had heard more than enough. 

“They’ve both got missiles that can hit each other from this 
close distance, though,” Mara continued. 

“Oh, yes!” the droid exclaimed. “And given the proximity of 
their relative elliptical orbits—” 

“Thank you, Threepio,” Leia said. 

“—they will remain within striking distance for some time,” 
C-3PO continued without missing a beat. “Months, at least. In 
fact, they will be even closer in two standard weeks, the closest 
they will be to each other for a decade to come.” 

“Thank you, Threepio!” Mara and Leia said together. 

“And the closest they have been for a decade previous,” the 
droid had to slip in, as the women turned back to their 
conversation. 

Mara shook her head, trying to remember her original point to 
Jaina. “That’s why your mother chose to come out now.” 

“You're expecting a fight?” Jaina asked, and neither Leia nor 


Mara missed the sparkle in her eye. 

“The Mediator will keep them behaving,” Leia said hopefully. 
Indeed, the battle cruiser was an impressive warship, an updated 
and more heavily armed and armored version of the Mon 
Calamari star cruiser. 

Mara looked back to the screen and shook her head, 
unconvinced. “It’ll take more than a show of force to stop this 
catastrophe,” she replied. 

“Indeed, it has been escalating, by all reports,” C-3PO piped up. 
“It started as a simple mining dispute over mineral rights, but 
now the rhetoric is more appropriate for some kind of a holy 
crusade.” 

“It’s the leader on Rhommamool,” Mara remarked. “Nom Anor. 
He’s reached down and grabbed his followers by their most basic 
instincts, weaving the dispute against Osarian into a more general 
matter of tyranny and oppression. Don’t underestimate him.” 

“T can’t begin to give you a full list of tyrants like Nom Anor 
that I’ve dealt with,” Leia said with a resigned shrug. 

“I have that very list available,” C-3PO blurted. “Tonkoss 
Rathba of—” 

“Thank you, Threepio,” Leia said, too politely. 

“Why, of course, Princess Leia,” the droid replied. “I do so like 
to be of service. Now where was I? Oh, yes. Tonkoss Rathba of—” 

“Not now, Threepio,” Leia insisted, then to Mara, she added, 
“Tve seen his type often.” 

“Not like him,” Mara replied, somewhat softly, and the sudden 
weakness in her voice reminded Leia and Jaina that Mara, despite 
her nearly constant bravado and overabundance of energy, was 
seriously ill, with a strange and thankfully rare disease that had 
killed dozens of others and against which the best doctors in the 
New Republic had proven completely helpless. Of those who had 
contracted the molecular disorder, only Mara and one other 
remained alive, and that other person, being studied intently on 
Coruscant, was fast dying. 

“Daluba,” C-3PO went on. “And of course, there was Icknya—” 

Leia started to turn to the droid, hoping to politely but firmly 
shut him up, but Jaina’s cry stopped her abruptly and swung her 
back to face the screen. 

“Incoming ships!” Jaina announced, her voice full of surprise. 
The telltale blips had appeared on her sensor viewer as if from 


nowhere. 

“Four of them,” Mara confirmed. Even as she spoke, the 
warning buzzers began to go off. “From Osarian.” She turned her 
curious expression up to Leia. “They know who we are?” 

Leia nodded. “And they know why I’ve come.” 

“Then they should know to leave us alone,” Jaina reasoned. 

Leia nodded again, but understood better. She had come to the 
system not to meet with the Osarians—not at first, at least—but 
with their principal rival, Nom Anor, the cult figure stirring up 
trouble on Rhommamool. “Tell them to back off,” she instructed 
Mara. 

“Politely?” Mara asked, smiling, and with that dangerous 
twinkle in her eyes. 

“New Republic shuttle,” a halting voice crackled over the 
comm. “This is Captain Grappa of Osarian First-Force.” 

With a flick of a switch, Mara put an image of the captain on 
the viewscreen, and Leia sighed as the green skin, spiny head 
ridge, and tapirlike snout came into view. 

“Wonderful,” she remarked sarcastically. 

“The Osarians have hired Rodians?” Jaina asked. 

“Nothing like a few mercenaries to quiet things down,” Leia 
replied dryly. 

“Oh, dear me,” C-3PO remarked, and he shuffled aside 
nervously. 

“You come with us,” Grappa insisted, his multifaceted eyes 
sparkling eagerly. “To Osa-Prime.” 

“Seems the Osarians want to talk with you first,” Mara said. 

“They're afraid that my meeting with Nom Anor will only 
heighten his stature, both among the Rhommamoolians and 
throughout the sector,” Leia reasoned, a notion not without 
credence, and one that she had debated endlessly before making 
the decision to come here. 

“Whatever the reason, they’re closing fast,” Mara replied. Both 
she and Jaina looked to Leia for instructions, for while the Jade 
Sabre was Mara’s ship, this was Leia’s mission. 

“Princess Leia?” an obviously alarmed C-3PO asked. 

Leia sat down in the chair behind Mara, intently studying the 
screen, which Jaina had switched back to a normal space view. 
The four approaching fighters were clearly visible. 

“Lose them,” she said determinedly, a request that neither of 
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the pilots needed to hear twice. Indeed, Mara had been eager to 
put the shuttle, with its powerful twin engines and state-of-the-art 
maneuvering systems, through a real test. 

Green eyes sparkling, smile wide, Mara reached for the 
controls, but then retracted her hands and put them on her lap. 
“You heard her, Jaina,” she said. 

Jaina’s mouth dropped open; so did Leia’s. 

“You mean it?” Jaina asked. 

Mara’s only reply was an almost bored expression, along with a 
slight yawn, as if this whole thing was no big deal, and certainly 
nothing that Jaina couldn’t easily handle. 

“Yes!” Jaina whispered, clenching her fists, wearing a smile 
nearly wide enough to take in her ears. She rubbed her hands 
together, then reached out to the right, rolling her fingers over 
the floating-ball control of the inertial compensator. “Strap in,” 
she ordered, and she dialed it down to 95 percent, as fighter 
pilots often did so that they could gain a tactile feel to the 
movements of their ships. Reading the g’s, Jaina had heard it 
called, and she always preferred flying that way, where fast turns 
and mighty acceleration could push her back in her seat. 

“Not too much,” Leia said with concern. 

But her daughter was in her element now, Leia knew, and she’d 
push the shuttle to its limits. Leia felt the lean as Jaina veered 
right, angling away from the approaching ships. 

“If you run, we shoot you down!” came the uneven voice of 
Grappa. 

“Z-95 Headhunters,” Mara said derisively of the closing craft, 
an antiquated starfighter, and she flipped off the comm switch 
and looked back at Leia. “Can’t shoot what you can’t catch,” she 
explained. “Kick them in,” she added to Jaina, motioning to the 
primary thrusters, thinking that a burst of the powerful engines 
would shoot the Jade Sabre right past the befuddled Rodians and 
their outdated starfighters. 

Even as she spoke, though, two more blips appeared on the 
sensors, streaking out from the shadows around Rhommamool, 
angling right in line with the Jade Sabre. 

“Mara,” Leia said with concern. At that, Mara did reach for the 
controls. But only for a moment, and then she looked Jaina right 
in the eye and nodded for the young woman to proceed. 

Leia lurched forward in her seat, held back only by the belt, as 


Jaina reversed throttle and kicked the etheric rudder right. There 
came a metallic thump behind them—C-3PO hitting the wall, 
Leia guessed. 

Even as the Jade Sabre came to a sudden halt, nose turned 
starboard, Jaina pumped it out to full throttle and kicked the 
rudder back to the left, then hard right, fishtailing the ship about 
in a brutal one-eighty, then working the rudder hard and 
somewhat choppy in straightening out her direct retreat. As they 
turned, a laser cannon blast cut across their bow. 

“All right, the first four are on our tail,” Mara instructed 
calmly. The Jade Sabre jolted, hit aft, a blow the shields easily 
held back. 

“Try a—” Mara started to say, but she lost the words, and 
nearly her lunch, as Jaina pulled a snap roll right, and then 
another right behind it. 

“Oh, we'll be killed!” came C-3PO’s cry from the doorway, and 
Leia managed to turn her head to see the droid leaning in against 
the metal jamb, and then to see him fly away, with a pitiful cry, 
as Jaina kicked the etheric rudder again, putting the ship into 
another sudden fishtail. 

A pair of Headhunters streaked past the viewscreen, but just for 
a split second, for Jaina vectored away at a different angle, and at 
single-engine full throttle, pressing Leia back in her seat. Leia 
wanted to say something to Jaina then, some words of 
encouragement or advice, but found her words stuck in her 
throat. And not for any g forces. 

It was the sight of Jaina, the fire in her brown eyes, the 
determined set of her jaw, the sheer concentration. At that 
moment, Leia knew. 

Her daughter was a woman now, and with all the grit of her 
father and mother combined. 

Mara glanced over her right shoulder, between Jaina and Leia, 
and both followed her lead long enough to see that two of the 
initial four had altered course accordingly and were fast closing, 
laser cannons blasting away. 

“Hold on,” a confident Jaina warned, and she pulled back the 
stick, lifting the Jade Sabre’s nose, then shoved it forward, 
dropping the shuttle into a sudden, inverted loop. 

“We’re doomed!” C-3PO cried from the hallway—the hallway 
ceiling, Leia knew. 


Halfway around, Jaina broke the loop with a snap roll, then 
kicked her into a fishtail and a barrel roll, bringing her about to 
nearly their original course, but with the initial four behind them. 
Now she did kick in both ion drives, as if to use sheer speed to 
split the gap between the two incoming fighters. 

Both angled out suddenly, then turned back in, widening that 
escape route but giving them a longer shooting angle at the 
shuttle, and an easier turn to pursue. 

“They’re good,” Mara warned, but, like Leia, she found her 
words lost in her throat, as Jaina, teeth gritted to fight back the 
g’s, reversed throttle. 

“Princess—” The plaintive cry from the corridor ended abruptly 
in a loud crash. 

“Coming in hot!” Mara cried, noting the fighter fast 
approaching to port. 

Jaina didn’t, couldn’t even hear her; she had turned inward 
now, was feeling the Force coursing through her, was registering 
every movement of her enemies and reacting instinctively, 
playing the game three moves ahead. Before Mara had even 
begun to speak, Jaina had hit the forward attitude adjustment 
jets, lifting the nose, then she pumped the throttle and kicked the 
rudder, lifting the Jade Sabre and bringing her nose about to 
starboard, to directly face the other incoming Headhunter. 

And that eager Rodian did come in at them, and hard, and the 
Jade Sabre’s defensive array screeched and lit up, warning of a 
lock-on. 

“Jaina!” Leia cried. 

“He’s got us!” Mara added. 

But then the closer ship, coming from port, passed right under 
the Jade Sabre, and Jaina fired the repulsorlifts, bouncing the 
Jade Sabre up and sending the poor Headhunter into a wild, 
spinning roll. 

The closing ship from starboard let fly its concussion missile, 
but it, and the Headhunter, zipped right underneath the elevated 
Jade Sabre. 

Before the three women could even begin to catch their breath, 
another ship streaked in, an X-wing, the new XJ version of the 
starfighter, its own laser cannons blasting away from its wingtips. 
Not at the Jade Sabre, though, but at the Headhunter that had just 
gone past. 


“Who is that?” Leia asked, and Jaina, equally curious, brought 
the Jade Sabre about hard. 

The Headhunter snap-rolled left and dived, but the far superior 
X-wing stayed on her, lasers scoring hit after hit, depleting her 
shields and then blasting her apart into a million pieces. 

“A Jedi,” Mara and Jaina said together, and Leia, when she 
paused to collect the Force sensations about her, concurred. 

“Fast to the Mediator,” Leia instructed her daughter, and Jaina 
swung the Jade Sabre about yet again. 

“I didn’t know there were any Jedi in the sector,” Leia said to 
Mara, who could only shrug, equally at a loss. 

“Another one’s out,” Jaina informed them, watching the blips 
on her sensor screen. “And two others are vectoring away.” 

“They want no part of a Jedi showing a willingness to shoot 
back,” Mara remarked. 

“Maybe Rodians are smarter than I thought,” Leia said dryly. 
“Smooth it out,” she instructed her daughter, unbuckling and 
climbing unsteadily to her feet. 

Jaina reluctantly dialed the inertial compensator back to full. 

“Only one pursuing,” Jaina informed them as Leia made her 
way to the door. 

“The X-wing,” Mara added, and Leia nodded. 

In the hallway outside the bridge, Leia found C-3PO inverted 
and against the wall, his feet sticking up in the air, his head 
crunched forward so that his chin was tight against his chest. 

“You have to learn to hold on,” Leia said to him, helping him 
upright. She glanced across the way to Bolpuhr as she spoke, to 
find the Noghri still standing calmly in the exact spot she had 
assigned him. 

Somehow, she wasn’t amazed. 

Jaina took the Jade Sabre at a swift but steady pace toward the 
distant Mediator. She checked often for pursuit, but it quickly 
became obvious that the Rodians in their outdated Headhunters 
wanted no part of this fight. 

Leia rejoined them a short while later, to find Jaina in 
complete control and Mara resting back in her seat, eyes closed. 
Even when Jaina asked her aunt a question about docking 
procedures, the woman didn’t respond, didn’t even open her eyes. 

“They'll guide you in,” Leia interjected, and sure enough, a 
voice from the Mediator crackled over the opened comm, giving 


explicit directions for entry vector. 

Jaina took her in, and Jaina took her down, easily—and after 
the display of flying she had just given them out with the 
Headhunters, Leia wasn’t the least bit surprised by her ability to 
so smoothly tight-dock a ship as large as the Jade Sabre. 

That final shudder as Jaina eased off the repulsorlifts and 
settled the shuttle onto the docking bay floor stirred Mara from 
her rest. She opened her eyes and, seeing where they were, rose 
quickly. 

And then she swayed and seemed as if she would fall. 

Leia and Jaina were there in an instant, catching and steadying 
her. 

She regained her balance and took a deep breath. “Maybe next 
time you can dial down the inertial compensator to ninety-seven 
instead of ninety-five,” she said jokingly, straining a smile. 

Jaina laughed, but Leia’s face showed her deep concern. “Are 
you all right?” she asked. 

Mara eyed her directly. 

“Perhaps we should find a place where you can rest,” Leia said. 

“Where we all can rest,” Mara corrected, and her tone told Leia 
to back off, a reminder that Leia was intruding on a private place 
for Mara, a place she had explicitly instructed all of her friends, 
even her husband, not to go. This disease was Mara’s fight alone, 
to Mara’s thinking, a battle that had forced her to reconsider 
everything she thought about her life, past, present, and future, 
and everything she thought about death. 

Leia held her stare for a moment longer, but replaced her own 
concerned expression with one of acceptance. Mara did not want 
to be coddled or cuddled. She was determined to live on in an 
existence that did not name her disease as the most pressing and 
important facet of her entire life, to live on as she had before, 
with the illness being relegated to the position of nuisance, and 
nothing more. 

Of course, Leia understood it to be much more than that, an 
internal churning that required Mara to spend hours and 
tremendous Force energy merely holding it in check. But that was 
Mara’s business. 

“T hope to meet with Nom Anor tomorrow,” Leia explained, as 
the three, with C-3PO and Bolpuhr in tow, headed for the lower 
hatch, then moved down to the landing bay. A contingent of New 


Republic Honor Guard stood waiting there, along with 
Commander Ackdool, a Mon Calamarian with large, probing eyes, 
a fishlike face, and salmon-colored skin. “By all reports, we 
should all be rested before dealing with him.” 

“Believe those reports,” Mara said. 

“And first, it seems I get to meet with our savior Jedi,” Leia 
added dryly, looking back behind the Jade Sabre to see the X- 
wing gliding in to rest. 

“Wurth Skidder,” Jaina remarked, recognizing the markings 
under the canopy on the starfighter. 

“Why am I not surprised?” Leia asked, and she blew a sigh. 

Ackdool came over to them, then, and extended his formal 
greetings to the distinguished guests, but Leia’s reaction set him 
back on his heels—indeed, it raised more than a few eyebrows 
among the members of the Mediator’s Honor Guard. 

“Why did you send him out?” Leia snapped, motioning toward 
the docking X-wing. 

Commander Ackdool started to answer, but Leia continued. “If 
we had needed assistance, we would have called for it.” 

“Of course, Princess Leia,” Commander Ackdool said with a 
polite bow. 

“They why send him out?” 

“Why do you assume that Wurth Skidder flew out at my 
command?” the cool Commander Ackdool dared to respond. 
“Why would you assume that Wurth Skidder heeds any order I 
might give?” 

“Couple o’ ridge-head parachutes floating over Osarian, if those 
Rodians had any luck,” came the singsong voice of Wurth 
Skidder. The cocky young man was fast approaching, pulling off 
his helmet and giving his shock of blond hair a tousle as he 
walked. 

Leia stepped out to intercept him and took another quick step 
for no better reason than to make the Jedi stop short. “Wurth 
Skidder,” she said. 

“Princess,” the man replied with a bow. 

“Did you have a little fun out there?” 

“More than a little,” the Jedi said with a wide grin and a sniffle 
—and he always seemed to be sniffling, and his hair always 
looked as if he had just walked in from a Tatooine sandstorm. 
“Fun for me, I mean, and not for the Rodians.” 


“And the cost of your fun?” Leia asked. 

That took the smile from Wurth Skidder’s face, and he looked 
at Leia curiously, obviously not understanding. 

“The cost,” Leia explained. “What did your little excursion 
cost?” 

“A couple of proton torpedos,” Wurth replied with a shrug. “A 
little fuel.” 

“And a year of diplomatic missions to calm down the 
Osarians,” Leia retorted. 

“But they shot first,” Wurth protested. 

“Do you even understand that your stupidity likely escalated an 
already impossible situation?” Leia’s voice was as firm and cold 
as anyone present had ever heard it. So cold, in fact, that the 
always overprotective Bolpuhr, fearing trouble, glided closer to 
her, hanging back just behind her left shoulder, within fast 
striking distance of the Jedi. 

“They were attacking you,” Wurth Skidder retorted. “Six of 
them!” 

“They were trying to bring us down to Osarian,” Leia harshly 
explained. “A not-so-unexpected response, given my announced 
intentions here. And so we planned to avoid them. Avoid! Do you 
understand that word?” 

Wurth Skidder said nothing. 

“Avoid them and thus cause no further problems or hard 
feelings,” Leia went on. “And so we would have, and we would 
have asked for no explanations from Shunta Osarian Dharrg, all 
of us pretending that nothing had ever happened.” 

“But—” 

“And our graciousness in not mentioning this unfortunate 
incident would have bought me the bargaining capital I need to 
bring some kind of conciliation from Osarian toward 
Rhommamool,” Leia continued, anger creeping in thicker with 
each word. “But now we can’t do that, can we? Now, so that 
Wurth Skidder could paint another skull on the side of his X- 
wing, lll have to deal with an incident.” 

“They shot first,” Wurth Skidder reiterated when it became 
apparent that Leia was done. 

“And better that they had shot last,” Leia replied. “And if 
Shunta Osarian Dharrg demands reparations, we’ll agree, with all 
apologies, and any monies to be paid will come from Wurth 


Skidder’s private funds.” 

The Jedi squared his shoulders at the suggestion, but then Leia 
hit him with a sudden and devastating shot. “My brother will see 
to it.” 

Wurth Skidder bowed again, glared at Leia and all around, then 
turned on his heel and walked briskly away. 

“My apologies, Princess Leia,” Ackdool said. “But I have no real 
authority over Jedi Skidder. I had thought it a blessing when he 
arrived two weeks ago. His Jedi skills should certainly come in 
handy against any terrorist attempts—and we have heard rumors 
of many—against the Mediator.” 

“And you are indeed within striking distance of surface 
missiles,” C-3PO added, but he stopped short, this time catching 
on to the many disapproving looks that came his way. 

“T did not know that Jedi Skidder would prove so ...” Ackdool 
paused, searching for the right word. “Intractable.” 

“Stubborn, you mean,” Leia said. As they all started away, Leia 
did manage a bit of a smile when she heard Mara behind her tell 
Jaina, “Maybe Nom Anor has met his match.” 

C-9PO, a protocol droid, its copper coloring tinged red from the 
constantly blowing dusts of Rhommamool, skittered down an 
alley to the side of the main avenue of Redhaven and peeked out 
cautiously at the tumult beyond. The fanatical followers of Nom 
Anor, the Red Knights of Life, had gone on the rampage again, 
riding throughout the city in an apparent purge of landspeeders 
on their tutakans, eight-legged lizards with enormous tusks that 
climbed right up past their black eyes and curled in like white 
eyebrows. 

“Ride the beasts given by Life!” one Red Knight screamed at a 
poor civilian as the wrinkled Dressellian merchant was dragged 
from the cockpit and punched and pushed to the ground. 

“Perversion!” several other Red Knights cried in unison. “Life- 
pretender!” And they set upon the landspeeder with their tubal- 
iron pummelstaves, smashing the windshield, bashing in the side 
moldings, crushing the steering wheel and other controls, even 
knocking one of the rear drive’s cylindrical engines from its 
mounts. 

Satisfied that the craft was wrecked beyond repair, they pulled 
the Dressellian to his feet and shoved him to and fro, warning 
him to ride creatures, not machines—or, better still, to use the 


legs that nature had provided and walk. Then they beat him back 
down to the ground and moved on, some climbing back atop the 
tutakans, others running beside. 

The landspeeder continued to hover, though it had only a 
couple of repulsors still firing. It looked more like a twisted lump 
of beaten metal than a vehicle, tilting to one side because of the 
unequal weight distribution and the weakened lift capacity. 

“Oh, dear me,” the protocol droid said, ducking low as the 
contingent stormed past. 

Tap, tap, tap came the ringing of metal on metal against the top 
of the droid’s head. C-9PO slowly turned about and saw the 
fringe of the telltale black capes, and the red-dyed hides. 

With a screech, the droid stood up and tried to run away, but a 
pummelstave smashed in the side of his leg and he went 
facedown in the red dust. He lifted his head, but rising up on his 
arms only gave the two Red Knights a better handhold as they 
walked past, each scooping the droid under one shoulder and 
dragging him along. 

“Got a Ninepio,” one of the pair called out to his lizardriding 
buddies, and a cheer went up. 

The doomed droid knew the destination: the Square of Hopeful 
Redemption. 

C-9PO was glad that he wasn’t programmed to experience pain. 
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“It was a stupid thing to do,” Leia said firmly. 

“Wurth thought he was helping us,” Jaina reminded, but Leia 
wasn’t buying that argument. 

“Wurth was trying to find his own thrills,” she corrected. 

“And that hotshot attitude of his will reinforce the ring of truth 
to Nom Anor’s diatribes against the Jedi,” Mara said. “He’s not 
without followers on Osarian.” As she finished, she looked down 
at the table, at the pile of leaflets Commander Ackdool had given 
them, colorful propaganda railing against the New Republic, 
against the Jedi, and against anything mechanical and 
technological, and somehow tying all of these supposed ills to the 
cultural disease that engulfed the society of the planet Osarian. 

“Why does Nom Anor hate the Jedi?” Jaina asked. “What do 
we have to do with the struggle between Osarian and 


Rhommamool? I never even heard of these planets until you 
mentioned that we’d be coming here.” 

“The Jedi have nothing to do with this struggle,” Leia replied. 
“Or at least, they didn’t until Wurth Skidder’s antics.” 

“Nom Anor hates the New Republic,” Mara added. “And he 
hates the Jedi as symbols of the New Republic.” 

“Ts there anything Nom Anor doesn’t hate?” Leia asked dryly. 

“Don’t take him lightly,” Mara warned yet again. “His religious 
cry to abandon technology and machines, to look for truth in the 
natural elements and life of the universe, and to resist the joining 
of planets in false confederations resonates deeply in many 
people, particularly those who have been the victims of such 
planetary alliances, like the miners of Rhommamool.” 

Leia didn’t disagree. She had spent many hours before and 
during the journey here reading the history of the two planets, 
and she knew that the situation on Rhommamool was much more 
complicated than that. While many of the miners had traveled to 
the inhospitable red planet voluntarily, there were quite a 
number who were the descendants of the original “colonists’— 
involuntary immigrants sent there to work the mines because of 
high crimes they had committed. 

Whatever the truth of the situation, though, Leia couldn’t deny 
that Rhommamool was the perfect breeding ground for zealots 
like Nom Anor. Life there was tough—even basics like water 
could be hard to come by—while the prosperous Osarians lived in 
comfort on white sandy beaches and crystal-clear lakes. 

“T still don’t understand how any of that concerns the Jedi,” 
Jaina remarked. 

“Nom Anor was stirring up anger against the Jedi long before 
he ever came to Rhommamool,” Mara explained. “Here, he’s just 
found a convenient receptacle for his wrath.” 

“And with the Jedi Knights scattered throughout the galaxy, 
and so many of them following their own agendas, Nom Anor 
might just find plenty of ammunition to add to his arguments,” 
Leia added grimly. “I’m glad that my brother is thinking of 
reestablishing the Jedi Council.” 

Mara nodded, but Jaina seemed less convinced. “Jacen doesn’t 
think that’s such a good idea,” she reminded her mother. 

Leia shrugged. Her oldest son, Jaina’s twin, had indeed 
expressed serious doubts about the course of the Jedi Knights. 


“If we can’t bring some sense of order to the galaxy, 
particularly to isolated planets like Osarian and Rhommamool, 
then we’re no better than the Empire,” Mara remarked. 

“We're better than the Empire,” Leia insisted. 

“Not in Nom Anor’s eyes,” Jaina said. 

And Mara reiterated her warning to Leia not to take the man 
lightly. “He’s the strangest man I ever met,” she explained, and 
given her past exploits with notorious sorts like Jabba the Hutt 
and Talon Karrde, that was quite a statement. “Even when I tried 
to use the Force to gain a better perspective on him, I drew ...” 
Mara paused, as if looking for some way to properly express the 
feeling. “A blank,” she decided. “As if the Force had nothing to do 
with him.” 

Leia and Jaina looked at her curiously. 

“No,” Mara corrected. “More like he had nothing to do with the 
Force.” 

The perfect disconnected ideologue, Leia thought, and she 
expressed her feelings with a single sarcastic word: “Wonderful.” 


He stood on the platform surrounded by his fanatical Red 
Knights. Before him, ten thousand Rhommamoolians crowded 
into every open space of the great public square of Redhaven, 
once the primary trading spaceport of the planet. But those 
facilities had been leveled in the early days of the uprising, with 
the Rhommamoolians declaring their independence from Osarian. 
And more recently, since the coming of Nom Anor as spearhead 
of the revolution, the place had been renamed the Square of 
Hopeful Redemption. 


Here, the citizens came to declare freedom from Osarian. 

Here, the followers came to renounce the New Republic. 

Here, the believers came to renounce the Jedi. 

And here, the fanatics came to discredit progress and 
technology, to cry out for a simpler time, when the strength of a 
being’s legs, and not the weight of his purse, determined how far 
he could travel, and the strength of his hands, and not the weight 
of his purse, allowed him to harvest the gifts of nature. 

Nom Anor loved it all, the adulation and the fanatical, 
bordering on suicidal, devotion. He cared nothing for 
Rhommamool or its inhabitants, cared nothing for the foolish 


cries for some ridiculous “simpler time.” 

But how he loved the chaos his words and followers inflicted 
upon the order of the galaxy. How he loved the brooding 
undercurrent of resentment toward the New Republic, and the 
simmering anger aimed at the Jedi Knights, these supercreatures 
of the galaxy. 

Wouldn’t his superiors be pleased? 

Nom Anor flipped his shiny black cape back from his shoulder 
and held his fist upraised into the air, drawing shrieks of 
appreciation. In the center of the square, where once had stood 
the Portmaster’s Pavilion, now was a huge pit, thirty meters in 
diameter and ten deep. Whistles and whines emanated from that 
pit, along with cries for mercy and pitifully polite words of 
protest—the voices of droids collected by the folk of 
Rhommamool and dropped into the hole. 

Great cheers erupted from all corners of the square as a pair of 
the Red Knights entered from one avenue, dragging a 9PO 
protocol droid between them. They went to the edge of the pit, 
took up the poor 9PO by the arms and the legs, and on a three- 
count, launched him onto the pile of metal consisting of the 
astromech and mine-sniffer droids, the Redhaven street-cleaner 
droids, and the personal butler droids of the wealthier 
Rhommamoolian citizens. 

When the hooting and cheering died down, Nom Anor opened 
his hands, revealing a single small stone. Then he clenched his 
fist again, squeezing with tremendous power, crushing the stone 
in his grasp so that dust and flecks of rock splinters slipped out 
the sides. 

The signal to begin. 

As one the crowd surged forward, lifting great chunks of stone, 
the debris from the wreckage of the pavilion. They came to the 
edge of the pit one after another and hurled their heavy missiles 
at the pile of droids. 

The stoning went on for the rest of the afternoon, until the red 
glare of the sun thinned to a brilliant crimson line along the 
horizon, until the dozens and dozens of droids were no more than 
scrap metal and sparking wires. 

And Nom Anor, silent and dignified, watched it all somberly, 
accepting this great tribute his followers had paid to him, this 
public execution of the hated droids. 


LEGACY ERA 


(40+ YEARS AFTER STAR WARS: A NEW HOPE) 


The Yuuzhan Vong have been defeated, but the galaxy has been 
slow to recover from their depredations, with powerful worlds 
chafing at the economic burdens and military restrictions put 
upon them by the nascent Galactic Alliance, once-powerful 
species seeking to rise again, newly prosperous worlds testing 
their influence, and long-buried secrets coming to light. The 
result of all this instability is civil war. Faced with a Galactic 
Alliance that has fallen away from its values, Luke and the Jedi 
Order must decide where their loyalties lie—and so, too, must the 
heroes of the Rebellion. 

While hostilities spread across the Core Worlds, lurking in the 
shadows is a Sith adept who wastes no time in taking advantage 
of the galactic chaos to wage a very personal war against the 
Skywalkers and the Solos. Luke will face terrible loss, Han and 
Leia will be tested as never before, and their daughter, Jaina, will 
learn just what it means to fulfill her destiny as “the Sword of the 
Jedi.” And even as the Galactic Alliance pulls the galaxy back 
from the brink of total disaster, the Skywalker-Solo clan will 
never be the same again. 

The mop-up is difficult. Luke Skywalker is exiled from 
Coruscant, and while he and his son, Jedi Knight Ben Skywalker, 
set out on a quest to discover what caused such darkness to befall 
the galaxy and their family, Han and Leia are left to raise their 
granddaughter, Allana, and help shepherd the government back 
into some semblance of order. But little do any of them know that 
a long-lost tribe of Sith is making its way toward the Core, 
determined to fulfill their destiny of dominance over the 
galaxy ... and that both Sith and Jedi are about to run headlong 
into a terrifying creature of untold Force abilities and an 


insatiable appetite for power ... 


If you’re a reader new to the Legacy era, here are four great 
starting points: 


e Legacy of the Force: Betrayal, by Aaron Allston: The first in the 
nine-book Legacy of the Force series, setting the stage for 
galactic civil war and a fall to darkness. 

e Millennium Falcon, by James Luceno: Han Solo’s famous 
freighter becomes a character in her own right as Han, Leia, 
their granddaughter Allana, and the droid C-3PO set out on 


an adventure that brings to light the ship’s colorful, 
mysterious past. 


e Crosscurrent, by Paul S. Kemp: A remnant of the Old Republic 
comes into Luke Skywalker’s time in a tale of insane clones 
and time-traveling Jedi and Sith. 

e Fate of the Jedi: Outcast by Aaron Allston: The nine-book Fate 
of the Jedi series blasts off with the new adventures of Luke 
and Ben Skywalker—Jedi Master and apprentice, father and 
son—in search of answers to a terrifying question. 


Read on for excerpts from Star Wars novels set in the Legacy era. 
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chapter one 


CORUSCANT 


“He doesn’t exist.” With those words, spoken without any 
conscious thought or effort on his part, Luke Skywalker sat 
upright in bed and looked around at the dimly illuminated 
chamber. 

There wasn’t much to see. Members of the Jedi order, even 
Masters such as Luke, didn’t accumulate much personal property. 
Within view were chairs situated in front of unlit computer 
screens; a wall rack holding plasteel staves and other practice 
weapons; a table littered with personal effects such as datapads, 
notes scrawled on scraps of flimsi, datachips holding reports from 
various Jedi Masters, and a crude and not at all accurate 
sandglass statuette in Luke’s image sent to him by a child from 
Tatooine. Inset into the stone-veneer walls were drawers holding 
his and Mara’s limited selection of clothes. Their lightsabers were 
behind Luke, resting on a shelf on the headboard of their bed. 

His wife, Mara Jade Skywalker, had more personal items and 
equipment, of course. Disguises, weapons, communications gear, 
falsified documents. A former spy, she had never given up the 
trappings of that trade, but those items weren’t here. Luke wasn’t 
sure where she kept them. She didn’t bother him with such 
details. 

Beside him, she stirred, and he glanced down at her. Her red 
hair, kept a medium length this season, was an unruly mess, but 
there was no sleepiness in her eyes when they opened. In brighter 
light, he knew, those eyes were an amazing green. “Who doesn’t 
exist?” she asked. 

“I don’t know. An enemy.” 

“You dreamed about him?” 

He nodded. “Pve had the dream a couple of times before. It’s 
not just a dream. It’s coming to me through currents in the Force. 
He’s all wrapped up in shadows—a dark hooded cloak, but more 
than that, shadows of light and...” Luke shook his head, 


struggling for the correct word. “And ignorance. And denial. And 
he brings great pain to the galaxy ... and to me.” 

“Well, if he brings pain to the galaxy, you’re obviously going to 
feel it.” 

“No, to me personally, in addition to his other evil.” Luke 
sighed and lay down again. “It’s too vague. And when I’m awake, 
when I try to peer into the future to find him, I can’t.” 

“Because he doesn’t exist.” 

“That’s what the dream tells me.” Luke hissed in aggravation. 

“Could it be Raynar?” 

Luke considered. Raynar Thul, former Jedi Knight, presumed 
dead during the Yuuzhan Vong war, had been discovered a few 
years earlier—horribly burned during the war, mentally 
transformed in the years since through his involvement with the 
insectoid Killik race. That transformation had been a malevolent 
one, and the Jedi order had had to deal with him. Now he 
languished in a well-protected cell deep within the Jedi Temple, 
undergoing treatment for his mental and physical afflictions. 

Treatment. Treatment meant change; perhaps, in changing, 
Raynar was becoming something new, and Luke’s presentment 
pointed toward the being Raynar would someday become. 

Luke shook his head and pushed the possibility away. “In this 
vision, I don’t sense Raynar’s alienness. Mentally, emotionally, 
whoever it is remains human, or near human. There’s even the 
possiblity that it’s my father.” 

“Darth Vader.” 

“No. Before he was Darth Vader. Or just when he was 
becoming Vader.” Luke’s gaze lost focus as he tried to recapture 
the dream. “What little of his face I can see reminds me of the 
features of Anakin Skywalker as a Jedi. But his eyes ... as I watch, 
they turn a molten gold or orange, transforming from Force-use 
and anger ...” 

“T have an idea.” 

“Tell me.” 

“Let’s wait until he shows up, then crush him.” 

Luke smiled. “All right.” He closed his eyes and his breathing 
slowed, an effort to return to sleep. 

Within a minute the rhythm of his breathing became that of 
natural sleep. 

But Mara lay awake, her attention on the ceiling—beyond it, 


through dozens of floor levels of the Jedi enclave to the skies of 
Coruscant above—and searched for any hint, any flicker of what 
it was that was causing her husband worry. 

She found no sign of it. And she, too, slept. 


ADUMAR 


The gleaming pearl-gray turbolift doors slid open sideways, and 
warm air bearing an aroma that advertised death and destruction 
washed over Jacen Solo, his cousin Ben Skywalker, and their 
guide. 

Jacen took a deep breath and held it. The odors of this 
subterranean factory were not the smells of corrupted flesh or 
gangrenous wounds—smells Jacen was familiar with—but those 
of labor and industry. The great chamber before them had been a 
missile manufacturing center for decades, and no amount of 
rigorous cleaning would ever be quite able to eliminate the odors 
of sweat, machine lubricant, newly fabricated composite 
materials, solid fuel propellants, and high explosives that filled 
the air. 

Jacen expelled the breath and stepped out of the turbolift, then 
walked the handful of steps up to the rail overlooking the 
chamber. He walked rapidly so that his Jedi cloak would billow a 
little as he strode, so that his boot heels would ring on the metal 
flooring of this observation catwalk, and so his apprentice and 
guide would be left behind for a moment. This was a performance 
for his guide and all the other representatives of the Dammant 
Killers company. Jacen knew he was carrying off his role quite 
well; the company officials he’d been dealing with remained 
properly intimidated. But he didn’t know whether to attribute his 
success to his bearing and manner, his lean, brooding, and 
handsome looks, or his name—for on this world of Adumar, with 
its history of fascination with pilots, the name of Jacen’s father, 
Han Solo, went a very long way. 

His guide, a slender, balding man named Testan ke Harran, 
moved up to the rail to Jacen’s right. Contrasting with the dull 
grays and blues that were common on this factory’s walls and its 
workers’ uniforms, Testan was a riot of color—his tunic, with its 
nearly knee-length hem and its flowing sleeves, was the precise 
orange of X-wing fighter pilot uniforms, though decorated with 


purple crisscross lines breaking it down into a flickering expanse 
of small diamond shapes, and his trousers, belt, and scarf were a 
gleaming gold. 

Testan stroked his lustrous black beard, the gesture a failed 
attempt to conceal the man’s nervousness. Jacen felt, rather than 
saw, Ben move up on the other side of Testan. 

“You can see,” Testan said, “ar workars enjoy very fan 
conditions.” 

Ben cleared his throat. “He says their workers enjoy very fine 
conditions.” 

Jacen nodded absently. He understood Testan’s words, and it 
had taken him little time to learn and understand the Adumari 
accent, but this was another act, a ploy to keep the Adumari off- 
balance. He leaned forward to give the manufacturing floor 
below his full attention. 

The room was large enough to act as a hangar and 
maintenance bay for four full squadrons of X-wing snubfighters. 
Tall duracrete partitions divided the space into eight lanes, each 
of which enclosed an assembly line; materials entered through 
small portals in the wall to the left, rolled along on luminous 
white conveyor belts, and eventually exited through portals on 
the far right. Laborers in gray jumpsuits flanked the belts and 
worked on the materials as they passed. 

On the nearest belt, immediately below Jacen, the materials 
being worked on appeared to be compact visual sensor 
assemblies. The conveyor belt brought in eight such units and 
stopped. Moving quickly, the laborers plugged small cables into 
the units and turned to look into monitors, which showed black- 
and-white images of jumpsuited waists and worker hands. The 
workers turned the units this way and that, confirming that the 
sensors were properly calibrated. 

One monitor never lit up with a view from the sensor. The 
worker on that unit unplugged it and set it on a table running 
parallel to the conveyor belt. A moment later, the other workers 
on this section unplugged their sensor units and the conveyor belt 
jerked into motion again, carrying the remaining seven units to 
the next station. 

One lane over, the conveyor belt remained in constant motion, 
carrying sensor unit housings along. The workers on that belt, 
fewer in number than the sensor testers, reached out occasionally 


to turn a housing, to look inside, to examine the exterior for 
cracks or warping. Some workers, distributed at intervals along 
the line, rapped each housing with a small rubber-headed 
hammer. Jacen assumed they were listening for a musical tone he 
could not possibly hear at this distance over the roar of noise 
from the floor. 

Another lane away from him, the workers were clad not in 
jumpsuits but in full-coverage hazardous materials suits of a 
lighter and more reflective gray than the usual worker outfit. 
Their conveyor belt carried white plates bearing irregular balls 
the size of a human head but a nearly luminous green. The belt 
stopped as each set of eight such balls entered the lane, giving the 
workers time to plunge needlelike sensors into each ball. They, 
too, checked monitors for a few seconds before withdrawing the 
needles to allow the balls to continue on. Jacen knew that 
poisonous green—it was the color of the high explosive Adumari 
manufacturers used to fabricate the concussion missiles they 
exported. 

While Jacen made his initial survey, Ben kept their guide 
occupied. “Do you wax your beard?” he asked. 

“T do not.” 

“Tt just seems very shiny. Do you oil it?” 

Testan’s voice was a little more irritated in tone. “I do not oil it. 
I condition it. And I brush it.” 

“Do you brush it with butter?” 

Jacen finally looked to the right, past Testan and at his cousin. 
Ben was thirteen standard years of age, not tall but well muscled, 
with a fine-featured freckled face under a mass of flame-red hair. 
Ben turned, his face impassive, to look at Jacen, then said, “The 
Jedi Knight acknowledges that this factory seems to meet the 
minimum, the absolute minimum, required safety and comfort 
standards of a Galactic Alliance military contractor.” 

Jacen nodded. The nod meant Good improvisation. He was 
exerting no Force skill to communicate words to Ben; Ben’s role 
was to pretend to act as his mentor’s translator, when his actual 
function was to convince the locals that adult Jedi were even 
more aloof and mysterious than they had thought. 

“No, no, no.” Testan drew a sleeve over his brow, dabbing 
away a little perspiration. “We are wall above minimam 
standards. Those duracrete barriars? They will vent any explosive 


farce upward, saving the majority of workars in case of calamity. 
Workar shifts are only two-fifths the day in length, unlike the old 
days.” 

Ben repeated Testan’s words, and Jacen shrugged. 

Ben imitated his motion. The gesture caused his own Jedi robe 
to gape open, revealing the lightsaber hanging from his belt. 

Testan glanced at it, then looked back at Jacen, clearly 
worried. “Your apprentice—” Unsure, he looked to Ben again. 
“You are very young, are you not, to be wearing such a weapon?” 

Ben gave him a blank look. “It’s a practice lightsaber.” 

“Ah.” Testan nodded as though he understood. 

And there it was. Perhaps it was just the thought of a thirteen- 
year-old with a deadly cutting implement at hand, but Testan’s 
defenses slipped enough that the worry began to pour through. 

It was like the game in which children are told, “For the next 
hour, do not think about banthas.” Try as they might, they would, 
within minutes or even seconds, think about a bantha. 

Testan’s control finally gave way and he thought about the 
banthas—or, rather, a place he wasn’t supposed to go, even to 
think about. Jacen could feel Testan try to clamp down on the 
thought. Something in the increased potency of that worry told 
Jacen that they must be nearer to the source of his concern than 
during previous parts of their factory tour. 

When Testan turned back, Jacen looked directly at him and 
said, “There is something here. Something wrong.” They were the 
first words he’d spoken in Testan’s presence. 

Testan shook his head. “No. Evrything is fan.” 

Jacen looked past him, toward the wall to the far right of the 
chamber. It was gray and regular, a series of metal panels each 
the height of a man and twice as wide stacked like bricks. He 
began a slow, deliberate scrutiny, traversing right to left. His gaze 
swept the walls, the assembly lines, the elevated observation 
chamber directly opposite the turbolifts by which they had 
entered, and continued along the wall to the left. 

As his attention reached the middle of the left wall, along the 
observation balcony, he felt another pulse of worry from Testan. 
Ben cleared his throat, a signal; the boy, though nowhere near as 
sensitive in the Force as Jacen, had gotten the same feeling. 

Jacen set off along the balcony in that direction. This time the 
ringing of his boots and billowing of his cloak were a side effect 


of his speed rather than an act. 

“You wish to see the observation chambar?” Testan hurried to 
keep up. His anxiety was growing, and there was something 
within it, like a shiny stone at the bottom of a murky pond. 

Jacen reached into that pond to draw out the prize within. 

It was a memory of a door. It was broad and gray, closing from 
above as men and women—in dark blue jumpsuits, the outfits of 
supervisors in this facility—scurried out ahead of its closing. 
When it settled in place, it was identical to the wall panels Jacen 
saw ahead of him in the here and now. 

Jacen glanced over his shoulder at Testan. “Your thoughts 
betray you.” 

Testan paled. “No, there is nothing to betray.” 

Jacen rounded the observation balcony corner, took a few more 
steps, and skidded to a halt in front of one of the wall sections. 

It was here. He knew because he could feel something beyond. 

Conflict. He himself was there, fighting. So was Ben. It was a 
faint glimpse of the future, and he and his apprentice would be in 
peril beyond. 

He jerked his head toward the wall. 

Ben brought out his lightsaber and switched it on. With a snap- 
hiss sound, its blue blade of coherent energy extended to full 
length. 

Ben plunged the blade into the wall panel and began to drag it 
around in a large circle. 

Testan, his voice pained, said, “He told us it was a practice 
weapon.” 

Jacen gave him an innocent look. “It’s true from a certain point 
of view. He does practice with it.” In his nervousness, Testan 
didn’t seem to notice that Jacen was understanding him clearly 
now. 

Ben completed his circle and gave the meter-and-a-half-high 
section he’d outlined a little kick. It fell away into a well-lit 
chamber, clanging on the floor beyond; the edges still glowed 
with the heat the lightsaber had poured into them. 

Ben stepped through. Jacen ducked to follow. He heard Testan 
muttering—doubtless an alert into a comlink. Jacen didn’t bother 
to interfere. They’d just been within clear sight of hundreds of 
workers and the observation chamber. Dealing with Testan 
wouldn’t keep the alarm from being broadcast. 


The room beyond Ben’s improvised doorway was actually a 
corridor, four meters wide and eight high, every surface made up 
of the same dull gray metal rectangles found in the outer 
chamber, greenish white light pouring from the luminous ceiling. 
To the left, the corridor ended after a few meters, and that end 
was heavily packed with tall plasteel transport containers. They 


were marked DANGER, DO NOT DROP, and DAMMANT KILLER MODEL 16, 
QUANTITY 24. 


To the right, the corridor extended another forty meters and 
then opened up; the rail and drop-off at the end suggested that it 
opened onto another observation balcony above another 
fabrication chamber. 

Now making the turn from the balcony into the corridor and 
running toward them were half a dozen troops armed with blaster 
rifles. Their orange jumpsuits were reminiscent of X-wing pilot 
uniforms, but the green carapace armor over their lower legs, 
torsos, lower arms, and heads was more like stormtrooper 
speeder bike armor painted the wrong color. 

And then behind the first six troops came another six, and then 
another eight ... 

Jacen brought his lightsaber out and snapped it into life; the 
incandescent green of his blade was reflected as highlights 
against the walls and the armor of the oncoming troops. “Stay 
behind me,” he said. 

“Yes, sir.” Ben’s sigh was audible, and Jacen grinned. 

The foremost trooper, who bore gold bars on his helmet and 
wrists, shouted, his voice mechanically amplified: “Stop whar you 
are! This saction is restricted!” 

Jacen moved forward at a walk. He rotated his wrist, moving 
his lightsaber blade around in front of him in a pattern vaguely 
reminiscent of butterfly wings. He shouted back, “Could you 
speak up? I’m a little deaf.” 

Ben snickered. “Good one.” 

“You may not entar this saction!” 

They were now twenty meters from the ranks of troopers 
ahead. 

Jacen continued twirling his blade in a practice form. “Fewer 
people will be hurt if you just get out of my way.” It was a sort of 
ritual thing to say. Massed enemy forces almost never backed 
down, despite the reputation of the Jedi—a reputation that 


became more widespread, more supernatural, with each year the 
Jedi prospered under Luke Skywalker’s leadership. 

The phrase was ritual in another way, too. Once upon a time, 
Jacen would have felt tragedy surround him when his actions 
resulted in the deaths of common soldiers, common guards. But 
over time he’d lost that sense. There was a wearying inevitability 
to leaders sending their troops to die against more powerful 
enemies. It had been happening as long as there were violent 
leaders and obedient followers. In death, these people became 
one with the Force, and when Jacen had accepted that fact, his 
sense of tragedy had largely evaporated. 

He took another two steps and the trooper commander called, 
“Fire!” 

The troopers began firing. Jacen gave himself over to the Force, 
to his awareness of his surroundings, to his sudden oneness with 
the men and women trying to kill him. 

He simply ignored most of the blaster bolts. When he felt them 
angling in toward him, he twirled his lightsaber blade in line and 
batted them away, usually back toward the crowd of troopers. In 
the first few seconds of their assault, four troopers fell to blasts 
launched by their friends. The smell of burned flesh began to fill 
the corridor. 

Jacen felt danger from behind; felt Ben react to it. Jacen didn’t 
shift his attention; he continued his march forward. He’d prefer to 
be able to protect the inexperienced youth, but the boy was good 
at blaster defense practice. Hard as it was to trust a Jedi whose 
skills were just developing, he had to. To teach, to learn, he had 
to trust. 

Jacen intercepted the next blaster shot that came his way and 
batted it toward the trooper commander. It struck the man in the 
helmet and caromed off, burning out against the ceiling; a 
portion four meters square of the ceiling’s illumination winked 
out, darkening the corridor. The commander fell. The shot was 
probably not fatal—protected by his helmet, the man would have 
forehead and scalp burns, probably a concussion, but he was 
unlikely to die. 

The strategy had its desired effect. The troopers saw their 
commander fall. They continued firing but also exchanged looks. 
Jacen never broke pace, and a trooper with silver stripes on his 
helmet called “Back, back.” In good order, the troopers began a 


withdrawal. 

Behind him, Jacen heard more blasterfire and the distinctive 
zap of a lightsaber blade intercepting it, deflecting it. Within the 
flow of the Force, Jacen felt a shot coming in toward his back, 
felt it being slapped aside, saw and felt it as it hit the wall to his 
right. The heat from the shot warmed his right shoulder. 

But the defenders continued their retreat, and soon the last of 
them was around the corner. Jacen’s path to the railing was clear. 
He strode up to it. 

Over the rail, a dozen meters down, was another assembly-line 
pit, where line after line of munitions components was being 
assembled—though at the moment all the lines were stopped, 
their anonymous jumpsuited workers staring up at Jacen. 

Jacen’s movement out of the corridor brought him within sight 
of the orange-and-green defenders, who were now arrayed in 
disciplined rows along the walkway to Jacen’s left. As soon as he 
reached the railing they opened fire again. Their tighter 
formation allowed them to concentrate their fire, and Jacen 
found himself deflecting more shots than before. 

He felt rather than saw Ben scoot into position behind him, but 
no blaster bolts came at him from that direction. “What now?” 
Ben asked. 

“Finish the mission.” Jacen caught a too-close bolt on his blade 
near the hilt; unable to aim the deflection, he saw the bolt flash 
down into the assembly area. It hit a monitor screen. The men 
and women near the screen dived for cover. Jacen winced; a 
fraction of a degree of arc difference and that bolt could have hit 
an explosives package. As inured as he was to causing death, he 
didn’t want to cause it by accident. 

“But you’re in charge—” 

“Pm busy.” Jacen took a step forward to give himself more 
maneuvering and swinging space and concentrated on his 
attackers. He needed to protect himself and Ben now, to defend a 
broader area. He focused on batting bolt after bolt back into the 
ranks of the attackers, saw one, two, three of the soldiers fall. 

There was a lull in the barrage of fire. Jacen took a moment to 
glance over his shoulder. Ben stood at the railing, staring down 
into the manufacturing line, and to his eye he held a small but 
expensive holocam unit—the sort carried by wealthy vacationers 
and holocam hobbyists all over the galaxy. 


As Jacen returned his attention to the soldiers, Ben began 
talking: “Um, this is Ben Skywalker. Jedi Knight Jacen Solo and I 
are in a, I don’t know, secret part of the Dammant Killers plant 
under the city of Cartann on the planet Adumar. You’re looking 
at a missile manufacturing line. It’s making missiles that are not 
being reported to the GA. They’re selling to planets that aren’t 
supposed to be getting them. Dammant is breaking the rules. Oh, 
and the noise you’re hearing? Their guys are trying to kill us.” 

Jacen felt Ben’s motion as the boy swung to record the blaster- 
versus-lightsaber conflict. 

“Is that enough?” Ben asked. 

Jacen shook his head. “Get the whole chamber. And while 
you're doing it, figure out what we’re supposed to do next.” 

“T was kind of thinking we ought to get out of here.” 

With the tip of his lightsaber blade, Jacen caught a blast that 
was crackling in toward his right shin. He popped the blast back 
toward its firer. It hit the woman’s blaster rifle, searing it into an 
unrecognizable lump, causing her green shoulder armor 
momentarily to catch fire. She retreated, one of her fellow 
soldiers patting out her flames. Now there were fewer than fifteen 
soldiers standing against the Jedi, and their temporary 
commander was obviously rethinking his make-a-stand orders. 

“Good. How?” 

“Well, the way we came in—no. They’d be waiting for us.” 

“Correct.” 

“And you never want to fight the enemy on ground he’s chosen 
if you can avoid it.” 

Jacen grinned. Ben’s words, so adult, were a quote from Han 
Solo, a man whose wisdom was often questionable—except on 
matters of personal survival. “Also correct.” 

“So ... the ends of those assembly lines?” 

“Good. So go.” 

Jacen heard the scrape of a heel as Ben vaulted over the rail. 
Not waiting, Jacen leapt laterally, clearing the rail by half a 
meter, and spun as he fell. Ahead of and below him, Ben was just 
landing in a crouch on the nearest assembly line, which was 
loaded with opalescent shell casings. As Jacen landed, bent knees 
and a little upward push from the Force easing the impact, Ben 
raced forward, reflexively swatting aside the grasping hand of a 
too-bold line worker, and crouched as he lunged through the 


diminutive portal at the end of the line. 

Jacen followed. He heard and felt the heat of blaster bolts 
hitting the assembly line behind him. He swung his lightsaber 
back over his shoulder, intercepting one bolt, taking the full force 
of the impact rather than deflecting the bolt into a neighboring 
line. 

No line workers tried to grab him, and in seconds he was 
squeezing through the portal. 
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Chapter One 


GALACTIC ALLIANCE DIPLOMATIC SHUTTLE, HIGH CORUSCANT ORBIT 


ONE BY ONE, THE STARS OVERHEAD BEGAN TO DISAPPEAR, swallowed by some 
enormous darkness interposing itself from above and behind the 
shuttle. Sharply pointed at its most forward position, broadening 
behind, the flood of blackness advanced, blotting out more and 
more of the unblinking starfield, until darkness was all there was 
to see. 

Then, all across the length and breadth of the ominous shape, 
lights came on—blue and white running lights, tiny red hatch and 
security lights, sudden glows from within transparisteel 
viewports, one large rectangular whiteness limned by atmosphere 
shields. The lights showed the vast triangle to be the underside of 
an Imperial Star Destroyer, painted black, forbidding a moment 
ago, now comparatively cheerful in its proper running 
configuration. It was the Gilad Pellaeon, newly arrived from the 
Imperial Remnant, and its officers clearly knew how to put on a 
show. 

Jaina Solo, sitting with the others in the dimly lit passenger 
compartment of the government VIP shuttle, watched the entire 
display through the overhead transparisteel canopy and laughed 
out loud. 

The Bothan in the sumptuously padded chair next to hers gave 
her a curious look. His mottled red and tan fur twitched, either 
from suppressed irritation or embarrassment at Jaina’s outburst. 
“What do you find so amusing?” 

“Oh, both the obviousness of it and the skill with which it was 
performed. It’s so very, You used to think of us as dark and scary, 
but now we’re just your stylish allies.” Jaina lowered her voice so 


that her next comment would not carry to the passengers in the 
seats behind. “The press will love it. That image will play on the 
holonews broadcasts constantly. Mark my words.” 

“Was that little show a Jagged Fel detail?” 

Jaina tilted her head, considering. “I don’t know. He could 
have come up with it, but he usually doesn’t spend his time 
planning displays or events. When he does, though, they’re 
usually pretty ... effective.” 

The shuttle rose toward the Gilad Pellaeon’s main landing bay. 
In moments, it was through the square atmosphere barrier shield 
and drifting sideways to land on the deck nearby. The landing 
place was clearly marked—hundreds of beings, most wearing 
gray Imperial uniforms or the distinctive white armor of the 
Imperial stormtrooper, waited in the bay, and the one circular 
spot where none stood was just the right size for the Galactic 
Alliance shuttle. 

The passengers rose as the shuttle settled into place. The 
Bothan smoothed his tunic, a cheerful blue decorated with a 
golden sliver pattern suggesting claws. “Time to go to work. You 
won't let me get killed, will you?” 

Jaina let her eyes widen. “Is that what I was supposed to be 
doing here?” she asked in droll tones. “I should have brought my 
lightsaber.” 

The Bothan offered a long-suffering sigh and turned toward the 
exit. 

They descended the shuttle’s boarding ramp. With no duties 
required of her other than to keep alert and be the Jedi face at 
this preliminary meeting, Jaina was able to stand back and 
observe. She was struck with the unreality of it all. The niece and 
daughter of three of the most famous enemies of the Empire 
during the First Galactic Civil War of a few decades earlier, she 
was now witness to events that might bring the Galactic Empire— 
or Imperial Remnant, as it was called everywhere outside its own 
borders—into the Galactic Alliance on a lasting basis. 

And at the center of the plan was the man, flanked by Imperial 
officers, who now approached the Bothan. Slightly under average 
size, though towering well above Jaina’s diminutive height, he 
was dark-haired, with a trim beard and mustache that gave him a 
rakish look, and was handsome in a way that became more 
pronounced when he glowered. A scar on his forehead ran up 


into his hairline and seemed to continue as a lock of white hair 
from that point. He wore expensive but subdued black civilian 
garments, neck-to-toe, that would be inconspicuous anywhere on 
Coruscant but stood out in sharp relief to the gray and white 
uniforms, white armor, and colorful Alliance clothes surrounding 
him. 

He had one moment to glance at Jaina. The look probably 
appeared neutral to onlookers, but for her it carried just a twinkle 
of humor, a touch of exasperation that the two of them had to put 
up with all these delays. Then an Alliance functionary, notable 
for his blandness, made introductions: “Imperial Head of State the 
most honorable Jagged Fel, may I present Senator Tiurrg Drey’lye 
of Bothawui, head of the Senate Unification Preparations 
Committee.” 

Jagged Fel took the Senator’s hand. “I’m pleased to be working 
with you.” 

“And delighted to meet you. Chief of State Daala sends her 
compliments and looks forward to meeting you when you make 
planetfall.” 

Jag nodded. “And now, I believe, protocol insists that we open 
a bottle or a dozen of wine and make some preliminary 
discussion of security, introduction protocols, and so on.” 

“Fortunately about the wine, and regrettably about everything 
else, you are correct.” 

At the end of two full standard hours—Jaina knew from 
regular, surreptitious consultations of her chrono—Jag was able 
to convince the Senator and his retinue to accept a tour of the 
Gilad Pellaeon. He was also able to request a private consultation 
with the sole representative of the Jedi Order present. Moments 
later, the gray-walled conference room was empty of everyone 
but Jag and Jaina. 

Jag glanced toward the door. “Security seal, access limited to 
Jagged Fel and Jedi Jaina Solo, voice identification, activate.” 
The door hissed in response as it sealed. Then Jag returned his 
attention to Jaina. 

She let an expression of anger and accusation cross her face. 
“You’re not fooling anyone, Fel. You’re planning for an Imperial 
invasion of Alliance space.” 

Jag nodded. “I’ve been planning it for quite a while. Come 
here.” 


She moved to him, settled into his lap, and was suddenly but 
not unexpectedly caught in his embrace. They kissed urgently, 
hungrily. 

Finally Jaina drew back and smiled at him. “This isn’t going to 
be a routine part of your consultations with every Jedi.” 

“Uh, no. That would cause some trouble here and at home. But 
I actually do have business with the Jedi that does not involve the 
Galactic Alliance, at least not initially.” 

“What sort of business?” 

“Whether or not the Galactic Empire joins with the Galactic 
Alliance, I think there ought to be an official Jedi presence in the 
Empire. A second Temple, a branch, an offshoot, whatever. 
Providing advice and insight to the Head of State.” 

“And protection?” 

He shrugged. “Less of an issue. I’m doing all right. Two years in 
this position and not dead yet.” 

“Emperor Palpatine went nearly twenty-five years.” 

“T guess that makes him my hero.” 

Jaina snorted. “Don’t even say that in jest... Jag, if the 
Remnant doesn’t join the Alliance, Pm not sure the Jedi can have 
a presence without Alliance approval.” 

“The Order still keeps its training facility for youngsters in 
Hapan space. And the Hapans haven’t rejoined.” 

“You sound annoyed. The Hapans still giving you trouble?” 

“Let’s not talk about that.” 

“Besides, moving the school back to Alliance space is just a 
matter of time, logistics, and finances; there’s no question that it 
will happen. On the other hand, it’s very likely that the 
government would withhold approval for a Jedi branch in the 
Remnant, just out of spite, if the Remnant doesn’t join.” 

“Well, there’s such a thing as an unofficial presence. And there’s 
such a thing as rival schools, schismatic branches, and places for 
former Jedi to go when they can’t be at the Temple.” 

Jaina smiled again, but now there was suspicion in her 
expression. “You just want to have this so I'll be assigned to come 
to the Remnant and set it up.” 

“That’s a motive, but not the only one. Remember, to the Moffs 
and to a lot of the Imperial population, the Jedi have been 
bogeymen since Palpatine died. At the very least, I don’t want 
them to be inappropriately afraid of the woman I’m in love with.” 


Jaina was silent for a moment. “Have we talked enough 
politics?” 

“T think so.” 

“Good.” 


HORN FAMILY QUARTERS, 


KALLAD’S DREAM VACATION HOSTEL, 
CORUSCANT 


Yawning, hair tousled, clad in a blue dressing robe, Valin Horn 
knew that he did not look anything like an experienced Jedi 
Knight. He looked like an unshaven, unkempt bachelor, which he 
also was. But here, in these rented quarters, there would be only 
family to see him—at least until he had breakfast, shaved, and 
dressed. 

The Horns did not live here, of course. His mother, Mirax, was 
the anchor for the immediate family. Manager of a variety of 
interlinked | businesses—trading, interplanetary finances, 
gambling and recreation, and, if rumors were true, still a little 
smuggling here and there—she maintained her home and 
business address on Corellia. Corran, her husband and Valin’s 
father, was a Jedi Master, much of his life spent on missions away 
from the family, but his true home was where his heart resided, 
wherever Mirax lived. Valin and his sister, Jysella, also Jedi, lived 
wherever their missions sent them, and also counted Mirax as the 
center of the family. 

Now Mirax had rented temporary quarters on Coruscant so the 
family could collect on one of its rare occasions, this time for the 
Unification Summit, where she and Corran would separately give 
depositions on the relationships among the Confederation states, 
the Imperial Remnant, and the Galactic Alliance as they related to 
trade and Jedi activities. Mirax had insisted that Valin and Jysella 
leave their Temple quarters and stay with their parents while 
these events were taking place, and few forces in the galaxy could 
stand before her decision—Luke Skywalker certainly knew better 
than to try. 

Moving from the refresher toward the kitchen and dining nook, 
Valin brushed a lock of brown hair out of his eyes and grinned. 


Much as he might put up a public show of protest—the 
independent young man who did not need parents to direct his 
actions or tell him where to sleep—he hardly minded. It was 
good to see family. And both Corran and Mirax were better cooks 
than the ones at the Jedi Temple. 

There was no sound of conversation from the kitchen, but there 
was some clattering of pans, so at least one of his parents must 
still be on hand. As he stepped from the hallway into the dining 
nook, Valin saw that it was his mother, her back to him as she 
worked at the stove. He pulled a chair from the table and sat. 
“Good morning.” 

“A joke, so early?” Mirax did not turn to face him, but her tone 
was cheerful. “No morning is good. I come light-years from 
Corellia to be with my family, and what happens? I have to keep 
Jedi hours to see them. Don’t you know that I’m an executive? 
And a lazy one?” 

“T forgot.” Valin took a deep breath, sampling the smells of 
breakfast. His mother was making hotcakes Corellian-style, nerf 
sausage links on the side, and caf was brewing. For a moment, 
Valin was transported back to his childhood, to the family 
breakfasts that had been somewhat more common before the 
Yuuzhan Vong came, before Valin and Jysella had started down 
the Jedi path. “Where are Dad and Sella?” 

“Your father is out getting some back-door information from 
other Jedi Masters for his deposition.” Mirax pulled a plate from 
a cabinet and began sliding hotcakes and links onto it. “Your 
sister left early and wouldn’t say what she was doing, which I 
assume either means it’s Jedi business I can’t know about or that 
she’s seeing some man she doesn’t want me to know about.” 

“Or both.” 

“Or both.” Mirax turned and moved over to put the plate down 
before him. She set utensils beside it. 

The plate was heaped high with food, and Valin recoiled from 
it in mock horror. “Stang, Mom, you’re feeding your son, not a 
squadron of Gamorreans.” Then he caught sight of his mother’s 
face and he was suddenly no longer in a joking mood. 

This wasn’t his mother. 

Oh, the woman had Mirax’s features. She had the round face 
that admirers had called “cute” far more often than “beautiful,” 
much to Mirax’s chagrin. She had Mirax’s generous, curving lips 


that smiled so readily and expressively, and Mirax’s bright, lively 
brown eyes. She had Mirax’s hair, a glossy black with flecks of 
gray, worn shoulder-length to fit readily under a pilot’s helmet, 
even though she piloted far less often these days. She was Mirax 
to every freckle and dimple. 

But she was not Mirax. 

The woman, whoever she was, caught sight of Valin’s 
confusion. “Something wrong?” 

“Uh, no.” Stunned, Valin looked down at his plate. 

He had to think—logically, correctly, and fast. He might be in 
grave danger right now, though the Force currently gave him no 
indication of imminent attack. The true Mirax, wherever she was, 
might be in serious trouble or worse. Valin tried in vain to slow 
his heart rate and speed up his thinking processes. 

Fact: Mirax had been here but had been replaced by an 
imposter. Presumably the real Mirax was gone; Valin could not 
sense anyone but himself and the imposter in the immediate 
vicinity. The imposter had remained behind for some reason that 
had to relate to Valin, Jysella, or Corran. It couldn’t have been to 
capture Valin, as she could have done that with drugs or other 
methods while he slept, so the food was probably not drugged. 

Under Not-Mirax’s concerned gaze, he took a tentative bite of 
sausage and turned a reassuring smile he didn’t feel toward her. 

Fact: Creating an imposter this perfect must have taken a 
fortune in money, an incredible amount of research, and a 
volunteer willing to let her features be permanently carved into 
the likeness of another’s. Or perhaps this was a clone, raised and 
trained for the purpose of simulating Mirax. Or maybe she was a 
droid, one of the very expensive, very rare human replica droids. 
Or maybe a shape-shifter. Whichever, the simulation was nearly 
perfect. Valin hadn’t recognized the deception until ... 

Until what? What had tipped him off? He took another bite, not 
registering the sausage’s taste or temperature, and maintained the 
face-hurting smile as he tried to recall the detail that had alerted 
him that this wasn’t his mother. 

He couldn’t figure it out. It was just an instant realization, too 
fleeting to remember, too overwhelming to reject. 

Would Corran be able to see through the deception? Would 
Jysella? Surely, they had to be able to. But what if they couldn’t? 
Valin would accuse this woman and be thought insane. 


Were Corran and Jysella even still at liberty? Still alive? At this 
moment, the Not-Mirax’s colleagues could be spiriting the two of 
them away with the true Mirax. Or Corran and Jysella could be 
lying, bleeding, at the bottom of an access shaft, their lives 
draining away. 

Valin couldn’t think straight. The situation was too 
overwhelming, the mystery too deep, and the only person here 
who knew the answers was the one who wore the face of his 
mother. 

He stood, sending his chair clattering backward, and fixed the 
false Mirax with a hard look. “Just a moment.” He dashed to his 
room. 

His lightsaber was still where he’d left it, on the night-stand 
beside his bed. He snatched it up and gave it a near-instantaneous 
examination. Battery power was still optimal; there was no sign 
that it had been tampered with. 

He returned to the dining room with the weapon in his hand. 
Not-Mirax, clearly confused and beginning to look a little 
alarmed, stood by the stove, staring at him. 

Valin ignited the lightsaber, its snap-hiss of activation 
startlingly loud, and held the point of the gleaming energy blade 
against the food on his plate. Hotcakes shriveled and blackened 
from contact with the weapon’s plasma. Valin gave Not-Mirax an 
approving nod. “Flesh does the same thing under the same 
conditions, you know.” 

“Valin, what’s wrong?” 

“You may address me as Jedi Horn. You don’t have the right to 
use my personal name.” Valin swung the lightsaber around in a 
practice form, allowing the blade to come within a few 
centimeters of the glow rod fixture overhead, the wall, the dining 
table, and the woman with his mother’s face. “You probably 
know from your research that the Jedi don’t worry much about 
amputations.” 

Not-Mirax shrank back away from him, both hands on the 
stove edge behind her. “What?” 

“We know that a severed limb can readily be replaced by a 
prosthetic that looks identical to the real thing. Prosthetics offer 
sensation and do everything flesh can. They’re ideal substitutes in 
every way, except for requiring maintenance. So we don’t feel too 
badly when we have to cut the arm or leg off a very bad person. 


But I assure you, that very bad person remembers the pain 
forever.” 

“Valin, I’m going to call your father now.” Not-Mirax sidled 
toward the blue bantha-hide carrybag she had left on a side table. 

Valin positioned the tip of his lightsaber directly beneath her 
chin. At the distance of half a centimeter, its containing force 
field kept her from feeling any heat from the blade, but a slight 
twitch on Valin’s part could maim or kill her instantly. She froze. 

“No, you’re not. You know what you’re going to do instead?” 

Not-Mirax’s voice wavered. “What?” 

“You’re going to tell me what you’ve done with my mother!” The 
last several words emerged as a bellow, driven by fear and anger. 
Valin knew that he looked as angry as he sounded; he could feel 
blood reddening his face, could even see redness begin to suffuse 
everything in his vision. 

“Boy, put the blade down.” Those were not the woman’s words. 
They came from behind. Valin spun, bringing his blade up into a 
defensive position. 

In the doorway stood a man, middle-aged, cleanshaven, his 
hair graying from brown. He was of below-average height, his 
eyes a startling green. He wore the brown robes of a Jedi. His 
hands were on his belt, his own lightsaber still dangling from it. 

He was Valin’s father, Jedi Master Corran Horn. But he wasn’t, 
any more than the woman behind Valin was Mirax Horn. 

Valin felt a wave of despair wash over him. Both parents 
replaced. Odds were growing that the real Corran and Mirax were 
already dead. 

Yet Valin’s voice was soft when he spoke. “They may have 
made you a virtual double for my father. But they can’t have 
given you his expertise with the lightsaber.” 

“You don’t want to do what you’re thinking about, son.” 

“When I cut you in half, that’s all the proof anyone will ever 
need that you’re not the real Corran Horn.” 

Valin lunged. 
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